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The man and his life 


K unchan Nampyar, the most popular poet of Malayalam in the 
iighteenth century, was the native of a small village called 
KiUikurissimangalam in Palghat District in central Kerala. Tlie village 
was and is still dominated by caste Hindus and there were many 
families which had contributed considerably to the cultural life of 
Kerala. One of them was the famous ‘Kalakkath’ family in which 
Kunchan was born. The family flourished close to the Siva temple 
at Killikurissi. ‘Nampyar’ is a caste name and the Nampyar families 
are attached to temples for duties including the orchestra services 
to Kuthu and Kutiyattam. The members of Kalakkath family used to 
accompany the Chakyars to assist them in Kuthu and Kuty'attam 
and the Nangyars (female members) used to perform Kuthu in some 
temples during festival seasons. There is no clear and conclusive 
evidence regarding the identity of Kunchan's parents. Certain 
scholars hold that his father was a Nampyar by caste, while some 
others hold the view that his father was a Namputhiri who belonged 
to Kitangur, a village about 200 kilometres south of 
KiUikurissimangalam. Three inferences are possible in the matter: 
Kunchan's father was (i) a Namputhiri, or (ii) a Nampyar, or (iii) a 
Chakyar. 

The question is also raised, why and when did Kunchan shift 
himself from Killikurissi to Kitangur. It is believed that in his 
childhood days itself Kunchan was brought to Kitangur by his 
father who either belonged to that place or had some job there. At 
Kitangur temple there is a very ancient ‘Kuthampalam’ (theatre). 
‘Kuthu’ and ‘Kutiyattam’ were performed there from very early 
times. A Nampyar or a Chakyar who had connections with that 
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temple might have had some relations with Killikurissimangalam. 
There is a chance of his having had some marital alliance with 
Kalakkath family and perhaps Kunchan was his son. The belief held 
by some scholars that Kallampalli Namputhiris of Kitangur enjoyed 
the right to perform the rites of ‘Puja’ in Killiknrissi, and that one 
among them, probably the father of Kunchan, has not been proved 
beyond doubt. We can speculate that Kunchan's father was a 
Chakyar or a Nampyar who was connected with Kitangur or 
Kutamalur near Kottayam and that after his childhood days he was 
taken to those places to assist in the performance of Kuthu. 

It is believed that Kunchan's mother and his uncle, one 
Raghava Panivada, initiated him into learning and that the boy had 
shown divine gift in composing poems from veiy early years. It can 
be speculated that when he was brought to central Travancore by 
his father, he used to do service in the Kutamalur Temple, a shrine 
which belonged to the then Chempakasseri Rajah of 
Ambalappuzha. Thekketath Bhattatiri was his Minister and 
fortunately Kunchan got some kind of acquaintance with him. At 
die instance Bhattatiri, Kunchan went to Ambalappuzha, the capital 
of the Chempakasseri Kingdom. By that time Kunchan had the 
opportunity to come into contact with many distinguished 
personalities and to visit many nearby places of worship. 

Kunchan Nampyar is said to have come to Chempakasseri 
at the dawn of his youdi when his intellectual and artistic abilities 
were budding forth. Mathur Panicker, the military Commander of 
King Devanarayanan, Unni Ravi Kurup of Nandikkatt, the versatile 
scholar, the Nayker of Dronampally, the teacher of war-tactics were 
the persons with whom Kunchan came into close contact. From 
the internal evidence obtained from the Thullal works it can be 
easily found that Kunchan acquired a wide knowledge of literature 
and the Sastras from Nandikkatt Unni Ravi Kurup, and that 
Dronampalli Nayker was his host and benefactor for a long period. 
From the School of Mathur he acquired proficiency in performing 
arts like Velakali, Patayani, Thullal and Kathakali. Simultaneously he 
became an expert in the traditional art of the Chakyars also by 
participating in Kuthu and Kutiyattam in many places, including 
the temples at Ambalapuzha and Kitangur. 

In 1746 King Marthanda Varma of Travancore defeated King 
Devanarayanan and the Chempakasseri Kingdom was annexed to 
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the newly established Travancore state. Till then, for a period of 
more than two decades, Kunchan lived at Ambalapuzha enjoying 
the love and patronage of King Devanarayanan and his associates. 
During that long period he distinguished himself in the fields of art 
and literature, and found a suitable outlet for his talents. He 
perfected the novel art of Thullal, and wrote many Thullal Kathas, 
in which he refer with due respect to King Devanarayan, and others. 
During his days at Ambalapuzha he also wrote many other popular 
poems like Sri Krishna Charitam Manipravalam, and 
Panchatantram Kilippattu. 

Kunchan had Probably left Ambalapuzha and had gone to 
Kochi where a more peaceful atmosphere was prevalent then. He 
might have stayed again in his native village in the northern region. 
From Killikurissimangalam Kunchan had probably gone to the 
Manakkad family near Wadakkancheri and resided there under the 
patronage of Bala Raman Achan, to whom die poet has referred 
with respect and regard in his Sivapuranatn Kilippattu. After a short 
stay diere, he moved to Chennamangalam and accepted the 
patronage of Paliyath Kumaran Achan. Paliyam was renowned for 
its ministerial position in the Kochi royal family. In Vishnugita 
Hamsappattu Kunchan refers to Kumaran Achan and Narasimha 
Murthi of Chennamangalam with great devotion. 

After his visits to the northern parts of Kerala, Kunchan 
probably returned to Ambalapuzha. Kunchan had won the favour 
of King Marthanda Varma the King of Travancore owing to his 
artistic talents. The king took Kunchan to Thii-uvananthapuram, 
the capital town of the Travancore State, around 1757. He 
encouraged poets and artistes with a liberal and appreciative 
outlook. The Sanskrit dramatist and poet Ramapanivada, the 
immortal Kathakali composer Unnayi Warrier, and talented poets 
like Ramapurathu Warrier got patronage and encouragement from 
Marthanda Varma. Kunchan Nampyar also joined the galaxy of 
geniuses in his court. 

Kunchan Nampyar was given all kinds of help to live and to 
continue his creative work. He wrote many Thullal Kathas there; 
King Marthanda Varma, King Karthika Tirunal Rama Varma and 
Ayyappan Marthanda Pillai, his efficient Minister are mentioned 
with utmost respect in his works. Kunchan lived in 
Thiruvananthapuram-for a long period roughly from 1757 to 1764, 
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He was given a life pension to live on and he was honoured with 
presents like ‘Vira Srinkhala’ (golden chain) at the time of his 
retirement. Both the Kings, Marthanda Varina and Rama Varma, gave 
him libei'al patronage and he got love and respect from the Minister 
Ayyappan Marthanda Filial. During that golden period Kunohan 
composed many Thullal works and probably many other poems too. 
Attakathas like PalazhiMathanam and Samhara Vadham might have 
been written by him at Thiruvananthapuram to please King Karthika 
Thirunal who himself was a writer of Attakathas. 

When Minister A5Trappan Marthanda Filial passed away in 
1763 Kunchan felt inclined to return to Ambalapuzha. Karthika 
Thirunal Maharaja sanctioned special allowances and benefits from 
Ambalapuzha Temple and a residence for his stay there. The house 
where he stayed at Ambalapuzha was known as Nampyar Mathom. 
Kunchan returned to Ambalapuzha by 1764 and probably spent 
his old age there. Bha^avadduth Pathinalu Vidtham, a masterly work 
by Kunchan Nampyar, was written in his old age either at 
Thiruvananthapuram or at Ambalapuzha. Scholars believe that 
Kunchan died at the age of 65 (between 1765-1770) because of dog- 
bite, and his period was during 1705-1770. 

There is no evidence that gives any clue to his family life. The 
independant nature and detachment which are reflected in his poetical 
works may indicate that he was a bachelor throughout his life. After 
Kunchan's demise, the Allowance sanctioned to him by the King of 
Travancore was converted into a family pension which is still received 
by his descendants in the Kalakkath family. 

Kunchan lived a life devoted to art and letters. He considered 
himself a crusader of human refinement and culture and he strove to 
spread high ideals of morality. He emerges through his works as the 
foremost satirist in Malayalam literature. 
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Authorship 


“Kunchan Natnpyar” is the name by which the Thullal poet 
was known to the literary world from early times. But many scholars 
have later pointed out that Kunchan's real name was Rama, and 
that the Sanskrit poet Ramapanivada was none other than Kunchan 
Nampyar himself. This suggestion led to controversy regarding the 
poet's identity. Ihose who argued that Ramapanivada and Kunchan 
Nampyar were one and the same person, upheld the view on the 
basis of the following arguments. 

1. It is believed that the Sxibalippura of the Siva Temple at 
Killikurissimangalam was constructed at the expense of Kunchan 
Nampyar. A verse inscribed on a piece of stone there contains the 
name ‘Rama’^, which might be the donor's name. 

2. The Brahmin Teacher, referred to as ‘Narayana Bhatta’ in 
Sita Raghava of Ramapanivada, might be the same person referred 
to as ‘Earthly God (Brahmin), my teacher’ in Harischandra 
Charitam by Kunchan and this identity of teachers would prove 
the identity of the disciples. 

3. The argument that Kunchan Nampyar commits 
grammatical mistakes in Sanskrit will not hold good in arguing that 
he- was different from Ramapanivada who was a great Sanskrit 
scholar. It could be held that the mistakes were consciously 
committed to ridicule the speaker concerned. 

1. ‘Sribali prastanih sambhoh Srisukalays vasinah 
Ratnena Panivadena Karito bhutaye dlmwa-m'. 
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4. In die Lilavati Vithi of Ramapanivada it is stated that the 
author was a native of Mangalam, which might be the same village of 
Killikurissimangalam, the native place of Kunchan Nampyar. 

5. Ramapanivada refers to King Devanarayana of Arabalapuzha 
in his Ambaranadisastava and Vishnuvilasa Kavya. In many of the 
Thullal kafhas Nampyar also mentions king Devanarayanan with great 
respect 

6. In the Sanskrit poem Vishnuvilasa and in the Malayalam 
work Vishniiyita Hamsappattu, Ramakubera of Paliyam is 
mentioned. The former is written by Ramapanivada and the latter 
is generally considered to be by Kunchan Nampyar. 

7. In certain manuscripts of Sri Krishna Charitam 
Manipravalam, PanchathanthramKilippattu, Rugmangada Charitam 
Kilippattu, Nalacharitam Kilippattu, Sivapuranam Kilippattu and 
Bharatham Attakkatha works generally ascribed to Kunchan 
Nampyar, colophons mentioning Ramapanivada as their author are 
met with. 

8. Parallel passages occur in Sanskrit works like Raghaviya 
ascribed to Ramapanivada and Malayalam works like Sri Krishna 
Charithajn Manipravalam, Kalyana Saugandhikam Sitankan Thullal 
etc., ascribed to Kunchan Nampyar. 

In the light of the above arguments scholars assert (Ij that 
the real name of Kunchan Nampyar was Raman; (2) that Raman 
and Ramapanivada were the same person and (3) all the works 
ascribed to two poets were written by die same poet. 

The position was strongly opposed by many scholars who 
believed that the real name of Kunchan was Krishnan. They adduced 
the following proofs in support of their view. 

1. C.P. Achutha Menon, Editor of Vidyavinodini published 
an article on the death of Kunchan, in which a verse collected from 
the Kalakkath family was cited. The verse says that “uncle Krishnan 
passed away in the Kollam era 956 in the month Mithuna on the 
Chataya Star” (roughly in June, 1781). The previous head of the 
Kalakkath family, informed that on that particular day every year 
there used to be some rituals performed at the Siva Temple of 
Killikurissi by the Kalakkath family till a quarter of a century ago 
and that it was so done to respect the memory of Kunchan Nampyar. 
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2. If Kunchan Nampyar was Ramapanivada himself he ought 
to have referred to Narayana Bhatta in the Thullal works also, hut 
there is no such reference anywhere. 

3. The Mangalam village referred to in the Sanskrit work of 
Ramapanivada might not he Killikurissimangalam, but it might 
possibly be the Mangalam village near Tinir. 

4. The errors in Sanskrit usages found in Thullal Katha could 
not have been committed by such a scholar as Ramapanivada. 

5. Ramapanivada mentions Sri Rama Varma of Manakkulam 
in Mukunda sataka and Muriyanattu Nampyar in another piece of 
the same title and Viraraya Maharaja of Vettath in Chandrika Vithi. 
Those personalities are not at all mentioned in any of the Thullal 
Katlias. 


Attur Krishna Pisharody recounted an old story told by a 
very old woman of the Kalakkath family and said that according to 
the story there was a firm belief that Kunchan's original name was 
Krishnan. The late Painkulam Rama Chakyar also held this view. 

Dr. C. Achuta Menon remarks that he had found a 
manuscript of Sita-Raghava in which Ramapanivada and Kunchan 
Nampyar are separately referred to with due respect.^ 

Vatakkumkur Raja Raja Varma is of the opinion that 
Ramapanivada and Kunchan (Krishnan) Nampyar were brothers 
who belonged to the Kalakkath family, and they were 
contemporaries. 

Dr. C. Kunjan Raja has expressed a different view. He says 
that there were three Panivadas: 

1. Ramapanivada, the author of the Sanskrit works; 

2. Ramapanivada, the author of Malayalam works like 
Sri Krishna Charitam Manipravalam, Nalacharitam Kilippattu, etc., 
and 


3. Kunchan Nampyar, the Thullal poet. 


1. After sufficient enquiry it is to he said that such a manuscript of Si to Raghava 
is not found now and the members of the Kalakkath family have no idea about it. 
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Thus we find a medley of arguments and opinions regarding 
the identity of Ramapaiiivada and Kunchaii Nampyar. In fact one 
cannot either agree or disagree fully with any of these without 
assessing them properly. The following observations may be made 
in this connection. 

1. The verse quoted by Ullur S. Parameswara Iyer and others 
to prove the identity from tlte inscription in the temple is not found 
an 3 rwhere there now. Only the first three syllables “Sribali" appear 
illegibly on the stone and on its basis nothing could be concluded. 

2. The Teacher Narayana Bhatta often referred to by 
Ramapanivada is not even once mentioned by Kunchan; the 
Brahmin teacher referred to by Kunchan Nampyar will be 
undoubtedly Dronampalli Acharya to whom he was highly 
indebted. 

3. Dronampalli Acharya, the Deity of Mathur, Nandikatt 
Unni Ravi Kurup, King Karthika Tirunal, and Ayyappan Marthanda 
Pillai, Dewan of Travancore to whom the Thullal poet very often 
refers to are not at all mentioned in the works of Ramapanivada. 

4. Certain manuscripts of Sri Krishna charitam 
Manipravalam, Panchathantram Kilippattu, Rugmangada 
Charitam Kilippattu, Sivapuranam Kilippattu, contain colophons 
with the name Ramapanivada. But it is believed that those works 
are also written by Kunchan Nampyar; P.Govinda Pillai, the first 
historian of Malayalam Literature, expresses that view. It may be 
pointed out that all the manuscripts of those texts available do not 
contain the said colophon. 

5. On the ground of the rare similarities between 
Vishnuvilasam Kavya, and Vishnugita Hamsappattu and the 
reference to Rama Kuberan Achan in the two texts. L. A. Ravi Varma, 
K.R. Krishna Pillai and others try to prove the intrinsic qualities of 
their style. Dr. P.K.Narayana Pillai asserts that these texts are of 
different authorships, and this seems to be a more rational view. 

6. Kunchan Nampyar received many honours and presents 
from the rulers of Travancore, and there are some definite recoi'ds 
in which the name of Kunchan Nampyar is found. If Ramapanivada 
was his real name, the royal records should have contained that; 
on the other hand there is no record bearing the name of 
Ramapanivada. 
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7. Ramapaniv^da vvi'ote in Sanskrit, While Ktinchan wrote 
Ills verses in simple Malayalam, mainly in Dravidian metres. 

8. Kunchan wrote more than 45 Thullal kathas, and about IS 
other poetical works. It is not easy to believe that he also wrote about 
twenty more works in Sanskrit and Prakrit. 

9. Sita Raghava is the only dramatic work written by 
Ramapanivada and it is in Sanskrit. All the Forty odd Thullal works 
written by Kunchan were meant for performance before the 
common people who had no higher learning. The content and 
milieu of the works of Ramapanivada also show that they are 
different from the works of Nampyar. 

10. It is believed that Ramapanivada once went to Mukkola, 
a Place north of Thrissur to worship the deity goddess there and 
that he got relief from his illness. He also wi-ote the musical poems 
Sivagita in praise of that goddess for granting him ‘endless 
happiness, health and wealth’. The work is on the model of 
Gitagoviiida of Jayadeva. Internal evidence clearly shows that the 
work is written by Ramapanivada.^ Kunchan Nampyar has referred 
to almost all the important deities of Kerala, but has not mentioned 
the Goddess of Mukkola. If he had worshipped that deity and gotrelief 
from his illness, he would not have omitted mentioning the name of 
that deity in his Malayalam works. This is clear evidence that 
Ramapanivada, the author of Sivagita cannot be the Malayalam 
poet Kunchan Nampyar. 

Oir the score of these observations, it can be assumed that 
Ramapanivada and Kunchan Nampyar were different persons. The 
arguments put forward by various scholars either to prove the 
‘Rama’ theory or the ‘Krishna’ theory are not convincing and 
acceptable. The word ‘Kunchu’ meaning ‘child’ is the root of the 
name ‘Kunchan’. Since, the Nampyars used to play the mizhavu with 
the hand, they are known as ‘Panivadas’. In this sense Kunchan also 
was a ‘Panivada’. But he was known only as Kunchan Nampyar and 
not by any other name during the last two centuries. 


1. “Ramapanivada Kritayam Sivagitau shashtah sargah". 



The background 


Ananda Coomaraswami rightly remarked that ‘Indian acting is 
a poetic art, an interpretation of life’. All dance forms in India are the 
blossoms of the concept of art in this country and the fruits of the aesthetic 
sense of its people. The word Natija is a term which denotes the art of 
bodily movements expressing various moods and ideas. According to 
Bharata Muni, the author ofNatyasastra, Natya was originally derived 
from Yajurveda. Brahma and Bharata Muni gave shape to the technique 
of the art. 

There are three forms of‘Abhin^a’ or acting, viz. Natya, Nritta 
and Nritya. The Natya type of dance is mainly an expression of various 
moods, while Nritya presents the meaning or sense of words through 
action and Nritta is based on rh 3 rthm and harmony ofbodily movements. 
Texts like Natyasastra of Bharata Muni, Abhinaya Darpana of 
Nandikeswara, and Dasarupaka of Dhananjaya deal with the science of 
dance and drama. Almost all types of Indian dances have a religious 
colouring, and scholars like Faubian Bowers do not hesitate even to say 
that religion often is the only reason for any dramatic representation- 
temple festivals, holidays, the inducting of the favours of the gods, the 
expelling of demons etc.' 

There are Maryi (traditional) and Dcsi (local) variants of all 
arts, especially of dance. The traditional and classical dance forms 
are generally appreciated by the learned and cultured audience and 


1. Introduction to Abhinaya Darpanam, Cambridge, Harward University Press, 
London, 1957. p. 5. 
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the local and the folk arts are intended for and produced by the local and 
common people. And the classical art forms are not easily understood 
and appreciated by the common people because of the technical skill 
involved in those forms. But the folk art forms can be enjoyed by all 
without much effort. They reflect only the life and artistic taste of the 
common masses in a very simple manner. In both ways, the various art 
forms reflect the religious character of the nation which conveys the 
message of morality and godliness. There are purely religious, semi¬ 
religious and secular forms presented along with temple festivals or with 
social rituals. 

The classical dance forms convey the mood and sentiment 
through the movements of the various organs like eyes, limbs, fingers 
etc., and the sentiment is the basis and primary factor which makes 
the organs including the mind act. Nandikeswara the author of 
Ahhinaya Darpana also has briefly pointed out this fact.^ 

The seriousness and the technical skill connected with 
classical arts are not found in die art forms of die common man. 
The common man's art mainly imbibes the folk elements; is 
influenced by the cultural tradition of the locality where it has 
developed. It also reflects the life of the locality in a simple but lively 
manner. 

Thus we find two distinct schools of art in every country 
and in every age. In Kerala as well these two currents of art were 
prevalent from time immemorial. 

There are also art forms in which we can find both classical 
and folk elements. All these forms have existed, subject to evolutions 
and reformations at different periods and exposed to various 
influences. 

In Kerala there are a good number of art forms in the 
classical line and in the folk tradition. Kuthu, Kutiyattam, Kathakali 
and Krishnanattam can be cited as the best temple forms of 


l.'Asyenalambayed gitatn hasthenarthain Piadarsayet 
caksurbhyam darshayedbhavam padabhyam talamacaret 
ybto Hastastato drshtiryato dristishtiastatomanah 
Yato manastato hbavo yato hbavastato rasah* 

Nandikeswara, Abhinaya Darpanatn verse 36,37 
Manomohan Ghosh Finns, Calcutta, 1947. 
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classical arts. They are appreciated only ty learned audiences. Ayyappan 
vilakku, Pana, Kaikottikkali, Patayani and Thullal are mostly folk art 
forms. Like these visual arts there are various musical styles, folk songs, 
ballads, Brahmanippattu, Thullapattu etc., A number of musical 
instruments like Chenda, Kuzhal, Mizhavu, Timila, Maddalam, Kaimani, 
Udukku, Thakil, Nadaswaram, Kombu, Sankhu have also been popular 
iiJ‘Kerala from very early times. Kundian Nampyar himself has referred 
to many forms of art, musical instruments, Ragas, Thalas etc. in his 
Thullal works. After making a general estimate of the artistic wealth of 
Kerala. K.R.Pisharodysays that“almostall the varieties of our spectacular 
entertainments” are characterised by a religious atmosphere, in some 
oases intrinsic, and in other extrinsic, which may be made the basis of 
classification. Thus we have the purely religious and the semi-religious, 
and the secular types.' 

There are some legends or beliefs pertaining to the origin of 
Thullal. (0 Kunchan used to play mizham for the Kuthu performance by 
a Chalgrar at Ambalapuzha. Once while playing, he felt asleep and the 
Chakyar ridiculed Nampyar in public. Kunchan felt insulted and he 
decided not to participate in Kuthu any further. The very next day he 
presented Thullal as a new kind of performance in the same temple 
premises and attracted the entire audience of Kuthu; Thus he wreaked 
vengeance on the Chalyar. (ii) Nampyar played the mizhavu in a manner 
which was not agreedble to the Kuthu performance and it led the Chakyar 
to quarrel witb Nampyar. Provoked by this incident Kunchan decided 
not to play mizhavu and devised the novel song-dance form of Thullal to 
disgrace the Chakyar. (iii] Kunchan Nampyar was a member of the art- 
group founded by Devanarayanan, ruler of Chempakasseri. Once the 
troupe ignored Kunchan and did not include him in a programme. He 
was irritated much and he invented his own Thullal art. 

Though these stories can have some bearing on the origin of 
Thullal, they cannot be completely reliable. An art form like Thullal 
cannot be created from the void and the creation of an art form to 
ridicule or defeat another artist is also quite improbable. Moreover, it 

1. K.R.Pisharody, Theatre of the Hindus, Susil Gupta Ltd, Calcutta, 1955, p.l66. 
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is assumable that Kunchan had motives in creating such a song-dance 
form like Thullal. 

Scholars like Kerela Varma Appan Thampuran,* and 
K.P.Narayana Pisharody * are of firm opinion that Thullal has many 
similarities with Kuthu. S.K.Nayar ® tries to establish that in Kolam 
Thullal the original form of Thullal can be found. He is also of opinion 
that the names of ThuDal viz. Ottan, Sitankan and Parayan denote various 
castes of Kerala. V.M.Kuttikrishna Menon says that Thullal songs 
composed by Nampyar were for the use of Patayani Thullal. * 

In the light of these observations it can be assumed tliat Kunchan 
Nampyar gave shape to the Thullal based on various visual art forms and 
poetic styles. Then the question arises as to what exactly was the 
background of Thullal. 

Kuthu and Kutiyattam are the traditional visual arts performed 
by the Chakyar community. Though Ilamkovatikal in his Silappatikaram 
mentions about “Para 3 mr Kutha Chakkayyan”, Elamkulam Kunjan PiUai 
says that the Kuthu mentioned in that work is not the one performed by 
the Chakyars of Kerala. But it is very clear from history tiiat at least from 
the beginning of the Kollam Era, i.e. for more than eleven centuries 
Kutiyattam, the Sanskrit drama style of Kerala has been prevalent in 
Kerala. Chakyar Kuthu is in fact a partof Kuttyattam, Kuthu and Kutiyattam 
were presented in the temple auditorium, known as Kuthampalam only, 
and almost all major temples of Kerala have got Kuthampalam within the 
campus. 

Since the Thullal has some kinship with Chakyar-Kutliu, a brief 
description of it is relevant here. 

There are six basic Chatyar families which are famous for their 
artistic attainment; Ammannur, Kuttamchery, Pothiyil, Mani, Parisha 

1. Kerala Varma Appaii Thampuran-Kuthum Kutiyattaviim Mangalodayam Book 
Depot, Trichiir, 1114 M.E. p.l35 

2. K.P.Narayana Pisharody - Kalalokam, Mangalodciyam Book Depot. Trichur, 
1960. p.96. 

3. S.K.Nayar, Samskarakedaram, N.B.S. Kottayam, 1957. p.l21. 

4. V.M. Kuttikrislina Menon - Keralathile Natanakala, Mangalodayam Book Depot, 
Tirchiir, 1957. p.78. 
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and Ko 3 rpa. These families lie sub-divided and scattered throughout 
the State. The Qiakyar performs Ruthu for achieving Dharma, Artha, 
Kama and Moksha and the roads to achieve these are Vinodam, 
Vanchanam, Asanam and Rajaseva. The Chalq^ar presents the stoiy as if 
it were before an audience of Gods or Brahmins. The performance 
starts with the character to be dealt within the story. The Chakyar 
narrates some classical story with necessary quotations, and emploj^ a 
satirical diction throughout. His story-telling will be accompanied by 
Mizhavu-kottu by a Nampyar and Thalaby a Nangyar girl. The story¬ 
teller win have a very simple costume and make-up crown on the 
head, ankle-beUs on the legs and ornaments for neck and hands. A 
peculiar type of costume will be put on and sandal paste applied all over 
the body. On the face, moustaches and eyelids will be drawn in black, 
eyes reddened by applying medicinal fruits. The stories dealt with by 
the Chakyar are drawn from prabandhas, and for Kutiyattam there are 
Kramadeepika and Attaprakaram, texts describing the methods of 
action and critical works like Vyangya and Natankusam, Dramas of 
Kulasekhara Varma (A.D. 878-1036) are very popular on the stages of 
Kuttiu and Kutiyattam. 

After Kuthu and Kutiyattam we have to examine 
Kiishnanattam and KathakaH. These are performances having a greater 
application of music and dance. The text of Krishnanattam is also 
available, as this dance form is being still performed in the Guruvasmr 
temple. Krishnanattam was created in imitation of Ashtapadiyattam by 
Manaveda Rajaof Kozhikkode Royal family. It is a musical performance 
and depicts the story of Sri Krishna. Krishnanattam got popularity the 
17th century, especially in the northempart of Kerala. 

Some scholars firmly believe that kathakali which is an 
offspring of Ramanattam and Krishnanattam has its roots in 
Kutiyattam. K.Bharata Iyer remarks that Kathakali borrowed from 
Kutiyattam many stage practices including its very distinguished 
technique of abhinaya. Kathakali artistes improved upon it in 
several ways and they now have a style distinct from that of the 
Chalqrar's.^ 


1. K.Ijharota Iyer - Kathakali, luzac and Co., Ltd., Great Russel Street, London, 
W.C. 1, 1955, p.46. 



The Background ^ i 

It will only be correct to say that three kinds of Abhinaya Angika, 
Aharya and Sattwika - in Kathakali show its affinity to Kutiyattam. There 
are so many similarities in costume and ornaments. The costumes are 
selected according to the nature of the character and the qualities Sattwa, 
Rajas and Thamas. As far as the action is concerned there are various 
schools like Mathur, Kaffatikkod, etc. and there are many Kathakali texts 
composed by talented men. Kathakali wiffi its unique characteristics has 
earned world-wide popularity and has left its indelible marks in the 
field of visual art and culture. Kathakali canbe described as a fine blending 
of musicj dance and literature. 

The aforesaid art forms are appreciated generally by a learned 
and refined audience, and a lay-man cannot fully digest their spirit and 
artisticbeauty. 

There is another class of visual art, of which the composers, 
producers and audience are common men, ignorant of technical skills 
and sophisticated artistic sensibility. To this class of art forms 
belongs ‘Patayani ThuUal’ which was so popular at one stage in the 
Central Travancore area. Even now Patayani festivals are conducted 
in some Devi temples of that area. Patayani Thullal is intended for 
the common good of the locality and to drive away ghosts, demons, 
etc. Kunchan Nampyarhas said that he writes in a simple Malayalam 
which suits the people of ‘Patayani’. At Thakazhi near 
Ambalappuzha there used to be Patayani festivals; and Kunchan 
Nampyar had occasion to witness the Patayani in which many 
characters including Ottan, Parayan and Sitankan appeared. There 
are other characters like Parayan and Sitankan appeared on its tenth 
day. There are other characters like Parades! and Kakkan; there are 
also masks of Ganapathy, Marutha,biTd, kali, horse, Yakshi, Bhairavi, 
which appear on certain fixed days of this twelve-day performance 
and dance. In some places ‘Darika vadha’ is the story depicted in 
the verses used for Patayani Thullal. Patayani is performed by the 
Nair community. 

From this description it is clear that there were three kinds 
of Thullal known as Ottan. Parayan and Sitankan. The word Thullal 
is found also in Kolam Thullal. Komaram Thullal, Thumpi Thullal, 
Patayani Thullal, Velichappatu Thullal, etc. In them we see Thullal 
in some ancient form. A poetical work named Krishnarjuna Yudham 
Parayan Thullal has been discovered and it is believed that the work 
belongs to the pre-Nampyar period. 



22 


Kunchan Nampyar 


The various aspects of the Thullal Dance-Vachika-Angika, 
Ahaiya and Sattwika - are veiy much indebted to the earlier art forms 
like Kuthu and Kathakali and the similarily can be proved by the examples 
cited below:- 

1. In Chakyar Kuthu an actor, the mizhavu player and a girl 
playing ‘Kuzhilhalam’ participate; in Thullal we have an actor, a Maddala 
player and a man for the secondary accompaniment of‘Thalam’. 

2. The dress and decorations used for Thullal are similar to those 
of Kathakali in some respects, but of course with notable changes. 

3. In Kuthu the actor narrates classical themes in a critical and 
satirical manner. That method is adopted in Thullal also but the 
Vachikabhinaya is conducted in a musical and rhythmical way by the 
actor himself, while in Kathakali the actor does not speak or sing. 

4. The technically elaborate language of gestures and signs used 
in Kathakali and Kutiyattam is not practicable in Thullal and hence it is 
minimised, but when compared with the folk varieties of Thullal (Patayani 
Thullal, Kolam Thullal. Velichappatu Thullal etc.) and Kuthu we find a 
larger use of gestures in Thullal, The Sattwika Abhinaya also finds more 
room in Thullal. 

5. In a Kuthu performance a full story cannot be told. But like an 
Attakkatha, a ‘Thullal katha’ depicts one whole story to be presented in 
two or tliree hours on stage. 

6. The term ‘Thullal’ was not originally used for a refined dance 
form, but with the contribution of Kunchan Nampyar, it was revived and 
raised to a higher standard. 

7. The stories chosen by Nampyar for Thullal are all classical, 
and are rendered in a musical, but simpler and livelier style. 

Thus we find that Thullal is a harmonious blending of the various 
visual arts of Kerala and that Kunchan Nampyar was the man who 
systematised it. Art critics like Mulk Raj Anand have justified such an 
artistic creation.^ 


1. Mulk Raj Anand. The Indian Theatre, p. 60. 



The poetic style of Thullal 


In Tamil there are four types of songs-Cheppal, Akaval, Thullal 
and Thunkal. Thullal is a kind of song accompanied by bodily 
movements. Such Thullal songs are composed in ‘Kaliyan’ Virutha which 
comprised four-‘gana’ hnes. 

This Kaliyan virutha has some similarity to the ‘Tharangani’ 
metre used in the Thullal songs of Malayalam. Other varieties of 
Tharangini, Sitagra and Sumangala and many other metrical forms 
like Ajagaragamanam, Madamanthara, Swagata, Krisamadhya, 
Ardhakeka; Vaktram, Mallika etc. are also used hy Thullal poets. The 
most popular Ottan Thullal metre Tharangini is used in very ancient 
texts like Ramacharita, Ramakathappattu, Unniyachi Charitam, 
Naishadham Champu, Ramayanam Champu, Sanyhakhalippattn, 
Mariyammankalippattu, etc. This metre is also found in another 
ancient work dealing with Darikavadha. 

There is another text Krishnarjunayudham Parayan Thullal 
published in M.E. 1089 (A.D.1914) by the Travancore University 
Oriental Manuscripts Library. UUur Conjectures that this text may 
be a pre-Nampyar Thullal.^ Three inferences are possible on a close 
examination of the book: (ij The work was intended for staging (2) 
is written in Thullal metres-Mallika and Vaktram, with slight 
variations; and (3) The language of the text shows that it is a pre- 
Nampyar work. 

The poem starts with respectful references to the audience 
made by the actor in all humility. The artist is aware of the character 
of the audience. Some of them are interested in story poems, while the 


1. Ullur-Keiala Sahitya Charitram Vol. IE, p.434. 
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pious are interested in normal and religious themes. There are critics, 
learned men and scholars in the scriptures. But people who are genuinely 
interested in classics are very few and hence it is not an easy task to 
present the story before an audience. Humble and aware of his own 
limitations, the actor teUs the story to his esteemed audience, and towards 
the close, elucidates the moral message underlying it, which is a call to 
seek relief from the permanent grief of worldly life and to attain greater 
heights. The diction and the presentation of the story with prayers and 
addresses at the beginning and towards the end are moralising and prove 
that the work was intended for stage presentation. 

On the basis of the metres used we reach the conclusion that the 
work belongs to the category of Parayan Thullal. 

The linguistic peculiarities prove that the Rrishnaijuna-yudham 
Parayan ThuUal is an ancient tejrt which might have been written before 
the ISth century. 

The story dealt with in the Krishnaijunayudham is a classical 
one and it describes a conflict between Krishna and Atjuna on saving 
the life of a Gandharva named Gaya. Krishna decided to kill him as a 
punishment for some mistake he had comnutted, while knowingly Aijuna 
agreed to save the life of Gaya. The war between Krishna and Aijuna was 
ended by adopting a trick to make Gaya as being killed. The story is 
narrated in such a way as to axjpeal the audience and to engender devotion 
to the Lord. 

The language, the stability and the characteristics of Thullal in 
respect of metre and music, etc. prove that the Krishnaijunayudham 
Parayan Thullal was written during an unstable state of Thullal poetry 
and Thullal dance. It can also be said that there is a long distance from 
this work to the contribution of Nampyar and that he gave a definite 
shape and poetical form to Thullal. From this very rich background, the 
talented poet-artist could generate and establish Thullal as one of the 
most popular form of art and poetry. 



Theatrical design of Thullal 


Is it possible to create an art form in which of the main 
appealing characteristics of classical art forms and folk art forms 
are harmoniously blended? This was the rare problem which 
projected itself in the 18th century in Kerala. 

On one side we find the classical stage and its products like 
Kutiyattam, Kathakali, etc. and on the other side there are the folk 
forms like Patayani. Kutiyattam and the other attams have technical 
skills and Sanskritised literature while the folk art forms have 
simpler styles of dance, music , and literature. In some forms we 
find strong religious tendency and other forms in both groups 
evince secular qualities. To produce an art form agreeable to all 
tastes imbibing all the intricacies and to criticise and purify the 
human mind through that art was the intention which led Kunchan 
Nampyar to compose and to shape Thullal as we see it today. He 
stablised the Thullal art form, gave a classical touch to Thullal 
metres and raised the common Malayalam language to literary 
dignity. 

The four types of action - Angika, Vachika, Aharaya, Sattvika 
- are found in all dance forms but in classical art forms those aspects 
are more refined and meaningful than in the folk forms, Nampyar, 
according to his concepts, shaped Thullal in such a way as to be 
appreciated even by untrained audiences. Reginald Massey and 
Rina Singha have rightly remarked: “This dance lies somewhere 
between a folk dance and classical dance. Its roots are certainly the 
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same as those of Kathakali and broadly speaking it follow the same 
principles. At the same time it is very closely connected with the 
people. It has played a lai'ge part in those relations and 
entertainments, for it deliberately sets out to be non-academic”.* 

Thullal is mainly a ‘Thandava’ dance and has unified the 
features of Nritta and Nritya. Vachikabhinaya is the foremost aspect 
of Thullal. Angikabhinaya is so simple and it is performed according 
to the concepts of Natyasastra. Angas, Upangas and Pratyangas are 
employed; gestures and body-poses are also followed according to 
ancient tradition. In Thullal it is not possible to employ gesture 
language for each and every word that occurs in the 
Vachikabhinaya, because .of the time limit and because of its ‘solo’ 
character. Sattvikabhinaya is conducted by exhibiting the sattvas. 
The Aharya aspect is very simple and it has many features similar 
to those of Kuthu and of Thullal forms found in Patayani, Kolam 
Thullal etc. There are three types of Thullal-Ottan, Sitankan and 
Parayan. The word Thullal, means musical dance. The word pointed 
out earlier, is used in Patayani Thullal, Kolam Thullal, Vblichappadu 
Thullal, etc. ‘Ottam’ and ‘Ottan’ are variants, both used by Nampyar 
also and it means speed, sprightly, etc. Tlie word Ottan also denotes 
a group of tribal people who do the work of digging and removing 
sod. But it is doubtful whether ‘Ottan is a caste name and whether 
Ottan Thullal has an 3 dhing to do with that caste. 

The word ‘Sitankan’ also does not give a clear idea. Some 
people say that it suggests ‘Sitankan’ meaning one who has got 
wealth and property. Some others believe that the word has been 
derived from ‘Desinga’. According to another interpretation, it 
denotes ‘Sitankan’ which means one who is very slow-witted and 
passive. A legend attached to the word Sitankan is also recorded by 
some scholars. Putiyottu Kurup was the warrior-chieftain of the 
kingdom of Ambalappuzha. Kurup went to Uduppi, studied the art 
of the warfare from one Naykkar and returned. Kurup had an 
encounter with one such ‘Sitanka’ Pulaya and in the contest the 
pulaya was killed. To prevent the molestation by the ghost of the 
pulaya, kurup decided to perform ceremonies, and from Sitanka, 
die name of the pulaya, the name for the Thullal was also derived. 
All these conjectures seem to be illogical. We can only say that there 
was a character celled Sitanka in the ‘Patayani’ and that might be, 
the ancestor of Sitankan Thullal. 

The third variety of Thullal is Parayan and it denotes the caste 
Paraya. In Thullals like Kichakavadha, Kumbhakarnavadha, etc. 

1. Reginald Massey Rina Singha - Indian Dances - Their History and Growth. 
Faber and Faber London, 1967. p.112. 
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Kunchan Nampyar himself has said that the Parayas belong to the 
caste of Pakkanar. 

It is impossible to derive etymologically the three words Ottan. 
Sitankan and Parayan, Which mean the different characters appearing 
in Patayani Thullal. In Patayani, ‘Sitankan’ appears in the forenoon, 
Parayan in the afternoon and Ottan after dusk. There is no such time 
specifications followed in Thullal after Nampyar. More than that all 
the three varieties of Thullal are even commonly called by one name 
‘Ottan,’ 

To perform a Thullal dance, no stage equipment is needed. 
There are three participants in the Tliullal including the dancer. The 
lines sung by the dancer for acting are resung by the ‘Ponnani’ (leader) 
and the ‘Sinkiti’ (supporter) who play on Maddalam and Kaimani 
respectively. In the meanwhile the dancer completes the action of the 
lines sung. The dancer and the singers thus jointly recite the whole 
text of the song, and thus a story is being sung and danced within a 
span, of one or two hours. 

As in ‘Attam’ and Kutiyattam there are some formalities to be 
observed at the beginning of the performance by the artist. He prays 
to the gods to grant him success in his performance, and pays his 
respects to the audience who he hopes, will appreciate his art. The 
preliminary steps are called ‘Ganapathy’ ‘Pativattam’ ‘Kalasam’ and 
‘Munnarangu’. All these have established ways of footsteps and stage 
movements. 

After having completed these rhytlimical steps, the actor will 
embark on the narration of the story. The regular stepping will be 
either with the front part or ly the back part of the foot and it can 
be single or double. With differentfoot-steps, the dancer moves from 
left to right, or form front to back. Gestures are not used for each 
and every word of tire line; only some of the ideas are expressed 
through gestures. The Thullal Katha is conceived as a story told by 
the serpent Ananta to Vishnu; and accordingly the crown of the 
dancer has the shape of a serpent-hood. Along with the singing and 
dancing the accompaniments will be played by the ‘Ponnani’ (the 
main) and ‘Sinkiti’ (the supporter). Wlien the performance comes to 
its close, the daircer will perform ‘Mangalam’ hr song and dairce and 
corrclude with stepping ‘Kalasam’by both feet. 

The make-up and cost:ime of Thullal dance carr be described 
as follows: 

As irr Kathakali and other fonns of art there is no different 
or distinguishing make-up and costume for each and every 
character. Tlrere are three types of Thullal and each of them has got 
a separate pattern of costume. 
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1. OTTAN THULLAI. 

On the dancer's head there will be a ‘Kondakettu’ as in 
Kathakali, over which the crown will be worn and the crown bears 
a decorative border in the shape of a serpent-hood and a long 
‘Karanap.palaka’ as an ornamental covering for the ears. The actor 
will wear the crown only after entering the stage. On the face green 
powder is applied and decorations are made on the eyes, eyebrows, 
etc. The dancer also wears koralaram, kazhutharam and marmala 
around the neck, tholputtu, katakam and kankanam on the arms 
ankle bells on the legs, saramuntu, munthi and a peculiar type of 
kacha on the waist. 
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2. SITANKAN THULLAL 

On the actor's head there is no crown,but only a ‘Konta’ covered 
with a white kerchief (urumal) and decorated with a lotus maHs of 

tender palmleaves. The face has no powderingbut the eyes and eyebrows 
are painted. On the body all the decorations are made of palm leaves. 
The waist winbecoveredly ‘Kacha’‘Saramuntu’and ‘munthi’. In some 
places the Sitankan dancer dresses in the same way as the Ottan. 
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3. PARAYAJSr THULLAL 

The crown of the Parayan Thullal dancer bears at its top a single 
hood. He has ‘Pacha’ on the face, and the eyes and eyebrow are painted 
black. White ash and sandal paste are applied on the body. Instead of 
kacha, the dancer puts on a red silken cloth, and wears ankle-bells only 
on the right leg. 
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Regarding the oral action (Vachikabinaya) in ThuUal, the poet 
has stated his own ideals. In composing the songs he laid down and 
adhered to many principles such as (l) The poem must be written in 
simple Malayalam, free from the great impact of Sanskrit. (2) The 
versification must suit the character of each type of Thullal. (3) The 
Thullal song must be satirical and critical. (4) Words are to be used for 
their rh 3 dhm and formalbeauty. (5) The story must be appealing to people 
of all levels. 

Like Ashtapadi pattu and Atta pattu, Thullal pattu also has won 
the appreciation of the audience. The Thullal pattu is rhshhmical and 
musical; it is also presentable before the audience. The song begins with 
prayers and formal stage conventions like sloka, Bhupali, Ganapathy, 
Saraswathy and references to teachers and other respectable persons, for 
which examples can be cited from many Thullal Kathas such as 
Syamantaka, Rufftniniswayamvara, etc. In all the Thullal songs the prayer 
portions may not be found, and in some stories the prayer portions are 
imitated from that of Chakyar Kuthu and Rutiyattam. 

Wlien the initial prayers and invocations are completed, the 
actor starts narration of the story with necessary gestures and 
Sattvikahhinaya. The performance is concluded with prayers 
‘Victory to Narayana, Refuge at the feet of Krishna, etc.’ The actor 
bows down before the audience and the' accompanying artists, takes 
off his crown and then leaves the stage. 

The Sattvikahhinaya is so performed as to suit the story and 
in accordance with the elementary principles elucidated in 
Natyasastra and accepted in Chakyar Kuthu, Kutiyattam, Kathakali. 
In handling the Sattvikahhinaya aspect, the Thullal poet has taken 
care to simplify it so as to be well understood and appreciated by 
the common people. 

Thus the four varieties of abhinaya have been put to good 
use by Kunchan Nainpyar. For coaching and training student artists, 
there were ‘Kalaris’ like Mathur Kalari and Nintur Kalari in central 
Travancore. At Killikurissimangalam there is a small kalari still 
functioning. Formerly all eminent Thullal dancers had small kalaris 
attached to their homes, and disciples used to get training in the 
Gurukula tradition. Even though the training was not as rigorous 
as in Kathakali and Kutiyattam it involved a system comprising 
footstep-training, improvisation gesture-practice, learning of music 
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and the text of the songs. A course may extend to two or three years, with 
an annual brushing up. The disciple who completes his course first gives 
his performance before a select audience and then before the public 
called ‘Anyarambham’^ and ‘Arangettam’* respectively and then he goes 
out for regular performances. 

There were famous ThuUal dancers like Umbukkatt Achomachar, 
Umbukkatt Kochukuttan Asari, Thalavadi Kesava Panicker, Andi 
Panickar, Kochu Rama Panickar, Rama Kaniyar and others. V. Kannan 
Nair (Retired teacher of Kerala Kala Mandalam), Malabar Raman Nair, 
Cannanore P.S.Nair, Divakaran Nair (Kerala Kalamandalam), 
C.S.Neelakantha Filial (Nintur Kalari), Thalavadi C.M.Padmanabhan 
Nair and Evoor Damodaran Nair are some of the prominent Thullal 
dancers who have worked long to popularise Thullal. So many others 
still work in the field but they have not attained deserving recognition. 
Ill the Kerala Kalamandalam and in the Kunchan Memorial At 
KiHikurissimangalam there is a regular course in Thullal. 

Thullal Which has survived through the artists and admirers 
gained great popularity some 50 years back, thanks to the appealing 
performances by Malabar Raman Nair. He tried to refine the Thullal 
dance by giving more musical touches and employing more 
attractive histrionic methods. He started using Mridangam instead 
of Maddalam and introduced the Harmonium also. The expression 
of moods and gestures, Rasabhinaya and even the attire became 
more attractive in the hands of Raman Nair. He earned wide 
popularity throughout the State and his audiences used to sit spell¬ 
bound under the charm of his art. Tiruvalla Ponnamma is the only 
female artist who tried to follow his footsteps but she also could 
not sustain long in the field. Smt. Kalamandalam Devaki is another 
female artist who teaches and practises the art. The Kerala 
Kalamandalam and some kalaris scattered throughout the State and 
some dancers try hard to preserve tiie Thullal art. It is pitiable that 
institutions and social and religious celebrations afford only very 
few opportunities for the conduct of Thullal.ln the present times 
school-college youth festivals attract a number of students to this 
art form; they study, practise and contest in competitions. 

In the Post-Nampyar period about a hundred Thullal works 
were written by different authors. But all of them do not come upto the 

1. Final rehearsal before the teacher. 

2. First presentation before the audience. 



Theatrical Design ofThullal 


33 


Standard of the works of Nampyar. Thullal metres got recognition from 
poets and the Thullal songs written by Nampyar maintain dieir popularity 
and appeal owing to their poetic quality. By harmonising the elements of 
dance, music and poetry Nampyar moulded Thullal. This kind of creative 
work can be aptly described in the words ofVamanacharya. 

“Taddhi chitrain chitrapatavad visesha sa kalyat” * 

As Krishnanattam was devised by Kozhikode Zamorine and 
Ramanattam by Kottarakara Thampuran, the Thullal form was 
established by Kunchan Nampyar. But while Kathakali passed 
through many evolutionary stages, Thullal did not undergo any 
change or modification. Kunchan Nampyar contributed much for 
stabilising Thullal as an ai't: 

1. By blending together the' cultural traditions found in the 
classical and folk art forms Nampyar formulated a new visual art of 
popular appeal. 

2. Giving up the conventional art forms, Nampyar discovered 
a stage where classical themes could be presented in a more lively 
and dramatic manner to attract common audiences. 

3. He gave shape to a new kind of Thullal poetry similar to 
songs that accompany Kathakali, Krishnanattam. etc. 

4. Nampyar established a poetic form and a stage art which 
could be appreciated by all without the barriers of caste, riches or 
scholarship. 

5. The credit also goes to Nampyar for harmonising into one 
art form the elements of poetry, dance and music with sufficient 
scope for employing the various metres, thalas and ragas. 

The above analysis would show that Thullal was given shape 
as a visual art by drawing on various existing arts, both classical 
and folk. The Ganges of the classical art style, tlie Yamuna of the 
folk art style and the Saraswathy * of Nampyar's creative power 
merge into the one current of Thullal. 


1. Because of its great excellence, it is beautiful like a painted canvas. 

2. Goddess of Knowledge; under current 


© 



Thullal poetry 


Many attempts have been made by literary historians, 
scholars and authors to identify the Thullal works of Kunchan 
Nampyar. Even at the time of the first publication of Thullal poems 
about hundred years back there was a strong feeling that all of the 
Thullal works published did not belong to Nampyar. 

A notable attempt to identify the works of Nampyar was 
made by P.K.Sivasankara PiUai in his introduction to the Thullal 
collection published by the Kerala Sahitya Akademi in 1970. 
Nampyar himself has, in many of his Thullal Kadias, stated his ideals 
of poetic creation. In Sahhapravesam Parayan Thullal the poet says 
that he writes only in simple elegant Malayalam so that it might 
attract the common people. In Kumbhakarnavadham Parayan, 
Hanumadudbhavam Sitankan, Syamanthakam ottan, Panchendro- 
Pakhyanam Parayan etc., the poet states that his style is satirical 
and humorous and that such a style alone will catch the attention 
of the audience. Nampyar lays stress on his mastery of rhythm and 
music in his poetry and on the beauty of diction and sense. 


1.'^^oious References 

Many clear references made by Kunchan Namp 3 rar in his 
Thullals throw considerable light on the poet's life also. Inferences 
to places and respected personalities and to gods and goddesses of 
various temples are found in the Thullal. Siva of Killikurissi- 
mangalam, Sri Krishna of Ambalapuzha, Sri Padmanabhaswami of 
Thiruvananthapuram, Sthanunathaswami of Suchindrum, 
Kanyakumari Devi, Janardanaswami of Varkala, Adikesava of 
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Padarkulam, Vettakkorumakan of Kutamalur are the deities 
mentioned in the poems. Devanarayana Raja of Chempakasseri, 
King Marthanda Vanna and King Karthika Tirunal of travancore, 
Dewan Ayyappan Marthanda Pillai of Travancore are also 
respectfully mentioned in some works. Dronampally Naykar, 
Nandikatt Bala Ravi and Matliur Panickar are also reverentially 
referred to by the poet. Many places' ffom Killikurissimangalam and 
Kozhikode to Kanyakumari and practices like ‘Murajapam’, 
‘Bhadradipam’ and ‘Suchindram Kaimukku’ are mentioned in some 
Thullal works. These references help us to ascertain the identity of 
Nampyar. 

2. Musical Q^a]ity 

Kunchan Nampyar has displayed his knowledge of music in 
his works either by using ragas and thalas or by referring to the 
various ragas and thalas. Both the Karnatic style of music and the 
rare Kerala style have been adopted in the Thullals. Thalas like 
Marma, Karika, Kundanachi and Kumbha, and Ragas like Indisa, 
Dukhakantharam and Kummi are found used in Thullal works. 
Sometimes he gives definition of many Thalas as seen in the 
Hariniswayamvaram Thullal. ‘Gitaras’ including Pallavi, Anupallavi 
and Charana, Ragamalika, Thalamalika, etc., are also inserted into 
the Thullal songs. These careful compositions prove the unique 
competence of Nampyar in handling music in his works. 

3. Creadon, of characters 

Like the Chakyar performing Kuthu, Kunchan Nampyar also 
tries to give the puranic themes, the colour and milieu of 
contemporary life. And for that he interpolates episodes and creates 
many unimportant characters. These stories and characters with 
Kerala names have no connection with the main these, but they go a 
long way to giving to an air of contemporaneity. Nampyar also used 
the names of weapons, food items, customs, manners, etc. All these 
give Thullal a purely Kerala setting. 

4. Sup-plots 

The interpolated stories which have a bearing on Kerala 
are intended to give a touch of familiarity to the mythological 
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themes. This device is effectively employed by Kunchan Nampyar 
perhaps in imitation of Chakyars. The sub-plots not only render the 
appreciation of the main themes easier but also convey some 
moral to keep away men from wickedness and social ills like 
prostitution. Stories like that of Vasulakshmi in Dhriivacharitam 
may he found in many ThuUal Kathas. 

5. Creadon of thematic situations 

Thullal is essentially a visual-cum-literary art; and compared 
with other such arts of Kerala, Thullal has gained the highest 
popularity. To make the Thullal more appealing Nampyar designed 
and presented his stories according to his own artistic fancy and in 
his own peculiar manner. While adopting the subject matter either 
from the classics or from life, he took care to develop it in such a 
way that is should appeal to the public at large. For example we can 
find a situation in Ahalyatnokshatn Thullal, where Nampyar exposes 
Devendra to such ridicule that even the common man could fully 
enjoy that satirical narration in a mood of hilarious laughter. 
Pretending to be feverish Indra lies down in his bed completely hiding 
with a sheet his ‘Sahasra Linga’ from the heavenly women like 
Rambha, Menaka, Urvasi and others. This situation is most 
imaginatively and satirically depicted by the Thullal poet. Such 
contexts capable of arresting the reader's attention occur in many 
other Thullal kathas also. 

Nampyar has shown a lively sense of propriety and a keen 
awareness of his cause. Above all these, the poetic diction adopted 
in the Thullal works, the phraseology, the theatrical presentability, 
the suggestion of the Rasa, etc. also prove the unique character of 
Nampyar’s poetry. Judging by these standards, and by the internal 
evidences, we may identify the following as Narapyar's woi'ks. 

Various references to deities and personalities prove that the 
following Thullal poems were written, probably between 1725 
and 1746. In these works references to ‘Ambalapuzha and related 
matters are found. Such works are Syamanthakam Ottan, 
Choshayatra Ottan, Kiratam Ottan, Nalacharitam Ottan, 
Rugminiswayamvaram Ottan, Satyaswayamvaram Ottan, 
Santhanagopalam Ottan, Kalganasaugandhikam Sitankan, 
Sundopasundopakyanam Sitankan, Ganapatipratal Sitankan, 
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Patindrdkavadham Sitankan, Tripiiradahanam Parayan, 
Pulindimoksham Parayan and Sabhapravesam Parayan. In 
Sabhapravesam Parayan a reference to Lord Sri Padmanabha also is 
found and hence this might have been written at a stage when 
Nampyar had started his connections with Thiruvananthapuram, 
the abode of Sri Padmanabha. 


The following are the Thullal kathas written by the poet 
while at Thiruvananthapuram: 

Dhruvacharitam Sitankan, Pradosha Mahatrnyam Ottan 
Kumbhakarnavadham Parayan, Hanumadudbhavam Sitankan. 
Krishnalila Sitankan, Hariniswayamvaram Sitankan and 
Harischandracharitam Parayan. 

‘Puram Kathakal’ is not the presentation of any puranic 
theme. At the outset the poet remarks that he is not exactly telling a 
story but trying to afford a change for the audience, describing some 
village scenes. The two sub-stories told are rather obscene and they 
show the immorality of certain characters described. In fact there 
is no clear evidence either to prove or to deny that they belong to 
Kunchan Nampyar. But the diction and satirical nature may show 
that they are the works of Nampyar himself. 

Chandrangadacharitam Ottan, Lanka Mardanam Ottan, 
Duryodhanavadham Sitankan and Patracharitarn Sitankan cannot 
be accepted as the works of Nampyar due to their artistic inferiority. 
Scholars like A.D. Hari Sarma and P.K.Sivasankara Pillai also deny 
their authorship to Nampyar. After a close scrutiny we can omit 
these Thullals from the contributions of Nampyar. 

From the above statements, we can assume that all the 
works so far published as Kunchan Nampyar's do not really belong 
to him. The texts of the works published are not fool-proof since all 
of these have come down to us through oral transmission by Thullal 
artists. The authenticity of the Thullals, the date of their 
composition and the exactness of their texts are still points of 
controversy. As an example, present writer could correct an 
unpubhshed portion of Kiratam Ottan Thullal. On the more or less 
sound basis shown above, the following forty-six Thullal Kathas can 
be attributed to Kunchan Nampyar. 
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1.0ttaai 

Syamanthaham, Ghoshayatra, Rugminiswayamvaram, 
Saiyaswuyamvaram, Ramanucharitam, Govardhanacharitam, 
Santhanagopalam, Banayuddham, Patracharitam, Silavathi- 
charitam, Ahalyamoksham, Sitaswayamvaram, Ravanodbhavam, 
Karthaviryarjunavijayam, Balivijayam Pradoshamahatmyam, 
Hidimbavadham, Bakavadham, Kirmiravadham, Nivatdkavacha 
vadham, Nalacharitam and Kiratam. 


2.Sitankan 

Kalyanasaiigandhikam, Sundopasundopakhyanam, 
Ganapathipratal, Dhruvacharitam, Nrigamoksham, Paundra- 
kavadham, Krishnalila, Kaliyamardana,. Hariniswayamvaram, 
Balyudbhavam, Hanumamidbhavam, Antakavadham, 
Prahladachantam, and Dhenukavadham. 


3.1^r^yan. 

Tripuradahnam, Panchedropakhyanam, Nalayani-charitam, 
Panchaliswayamvaram, Kichahavadham, Pulindi-moksham, 
Sahhapravesam Kumbhakamavddkam, Plarischandra charitam and 
Dakshayagam, 



Sources of Thullal stories 

Kunchan Nampyar is perhaps the foremost among the story 
tellers in Malayalam poetry. Imitating the narrative style of the 
Chakyars, Kunchan connected classic stories with contemporary life, 
and he composed poems to suit the Thullal dances. To narrate the 
story in such a way that the audience would appreciate it, was the 
way adopted by Nampyar in composing the Thullal works. 

Before the inception of the Thullal school, there were many 
other visual arts like Kuthu, Kutiyattam, Kathakali etc. which dealt 
with themes taken from classics. In patayaiii also puranic stories 
like Darikavadha had been adopted. In the Krishnarjunayuddham 
Parayan Thullal a Mahabharata stoiy is described. From the earliest 
Malayalam text like Ramacharitam, classical themes have been 
adopted by various poets. During Nampyar's age, the most popular 
form of art was Attam in which poems written on the stories of the 
classics were used. The method of presentation of stories in the art 
of Chakyar, the musical and dance aspects of Kathakali Attam and 
the light entertainment value of folk art forms were combined in 
Thullal. Nampyar was more concerned with the method of 
composition than its content. 

The stories dealt with in the Thullal are mainly from the 
Ramayana, Mahabharata, Bhagavata, Brahmanda purana etc. The 
poet keenly follows the original texts, imbibes the atmosphere and 
narrates the adopted stories according to his own sense of propriety 
and their adaptability to the Thullal form. He declares in the 
Panchendropakhyanam Thullal that his idea is to tell the story with 
necessary additions. 
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Nampyar took his stories from the classics. He also utilised 
Kathasaritsagarain and Pancheilantram for sub-plots. Even though he 
derived the main themes from die classics, he gave them the colour of 
contemporary life. His aim in taking the main themes from the classics 
was to inspire the people with a sense of moral discipline. 

Nampyar made necessary changes in the main plots by 
addition or deletion or alteniation. Some example of this are cited 
here. 

1. In Ramayana it is said that Indra went to Ahalya merely 
to disturb the penance of the saintly Gautama and thereby make it 
futile. In Ahalyamoksham Thullal, this reason is not given and only 
the lust of Indra is projected. According to Ramayana, Indra lost 
his testicles which were replaced ly those of a goat but the Thullal 
version is that one thousand phalli appeared on his body. In this 
story Nampyar brings out die evils of sexual immorality. 

2. According to the Mahabharata, Urvasi approaches Arjuna 
upon the word of Indra while in the Thullal it is due to the 
persuasions of Urvasi's friend. 

3. The kiratam story from Mahabharata states that Indra 
sent heavenly ladies to break the penance of Arjuna, but in the 
Thullal it is not said so. According to the Thullal Mukasura appears 
bearing the order of Duryodhana. Nampyar gave importance to the 
conflict between the Kirata and Arjuna. 

4. The citizens request Dhiitarashtra to make Dharmaputra 
the king, as told in the Mahabharata. But this pretext for moving 
the Pandavas to Varanavata is not mentioned in the Thullal. 

5. In Bakavadham Ottan Thullal it is said that (1) the 
daughter of the Brahmin offers herself to carry meals for Bakasura 
and to die; (2) Bhimasena complains that Kunthi did not love him 
because she agreed to send him to face Bakasura. These statements 
are made by Nampyar to provide better entertainment and to bring 
about realistic effect. 

The Thullal kathas prove Nampyar's skill in plot 
construction based on the source material from various classical 
works. Nampyar has adopted many Sanskrit verses and famous 
statements either in the Sanskrit originals with their translation or 
through transliteration alone. This proves tlie poet's wide range of 
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knowledge and equipment. Grammar, Astronomy, Astrology, 
Vedanta, Sorcery, Music, Dramaturgy, Medicine, social and Historical 
matters eta were known to him and he has included related ideas in 
many of his woi'ks. From Sanskrit works such as Bhojachampu, 
Panchatantram, Hitopadesam, Uthara Ramacharitam, Suhhashitam, 
Sakuntalam, Naishadham, Balaramayanam, Meyhaduta, Lilavati 
vithi and Chakyar Prabandham, Nampjrar has either quoted or 
translated various ideas. In forming his diction the poet has relied 
upon ancient Sanskrit literature and this method of adoption gives 
greater force to his generally simple style. 

Regarding the Changes made by Nampyar in the main stories, 
we can say that (l) he has avoided irrelevant matters; (2) he has given 
the milieu of contemporary life with a local colour and made the stories 
more appealing to the common public; [3) he imparts instruction to 
the audience through moral lessons and satirical criticism of life; and 
(4) he has presented the stories with dramatic appeal. 

The Thullal poet has thus achieved remarkable success by 
putting his material to a new dramatic and poetic use. This kind of 
artistic creation can be described in the words of Christopher 
Caudwell; “The tool adopts the hand to a new function, without 
changing the inherited shape of hands of humanity. The poem 
adapts the heart to a new purpose without changing the eternal 
desires of men's hearts”.* 


1. David N.Margolies, The function of literature, Lawrence and Wishart, 
1969, p.59. 



Sub-plots 


Kunchan Nampyar, in his Thulial Kathas, narrated mainly 
the stories taken from the classics. He mixed the classical themes 
with matters of contemporary life and composed poems in a new 
style. 

Among the visual arts of Kerala, in Cliakyar Kuthu the artist 
tried to present the stories by making them of live interest so drat 
the narration might attract the audience more. Faith in God, a sense 
of morality and artistic merit were the main factors which moulded 
the genius of Nampyar. He harmonised historical events and ironies 
of fate with dramatic power. Similarly Nampyar blended classical 
themes and moral purpose with artistic skill. 

Imitating the style of Chakyar, Nampyar tried to keep the 
unities of Time, Place, and action of the People for making the 
narration most natural. Tire Thullal is performed by a single actor 
within a span of two or three hours and he has to sustain the 
interest of the audience the Thullal poet brought the classical themes 
and familiar contemporary life together. For that he added sub¬ 
plots to the main plots of each Tliullal. 

In Sanskrit Dramaturgy also there is a concept of combining 
main themes (Adhikarika) with sub-plots (Frasangika). In the 
‘Prasangika’ stories there are two types, Pataka and Prakari (Pataka 
will last from the very beginning to the end while Prakari vnll be 
occurring only here and there. Nampyar in his Thullal Kathas, 
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supplemented ‘Prakari’ type of ‘Prasangika’ plots to the ‘Adhikarika’ 
plot for variety and lighter amusement. By this addition the 
narration of the main stoi-y becomes so lucid, simple and lively. 
Along with this the poet attempted social criticism and gave moral 
inspiration to the audience. Let us examine some examples of the 
poet's method of adding sub-plots to the main plots. 

1. In Ghoshayatra Ottan Thullal, Dharmaputra advises his 
brothers to make the Kauravas free from the bondage of the 
Gandharva Prasena. To justify his attitude of helping even the 
enemies in a critical situation, Dharmaputra narrates the story of a 
I'at which helped a cat to become free from the snare. The rat saved 
his enemy and went away. On another occasion the cat went near 
the hole of the rat and with the intention of killing it requested it to 
come out. The rat replied; “I helped you then to become free and 
that is over, now you are a cat and I am a rat”. Just like that, 
Dharmaputra says, “We will make the Kauravas free and after that 
the Kauravas will be Kauravas and the Pandavas will be Pandavas”. 
The sub-plot is taken from Kathasaritsagara and incorporated into 
the text by the Thullal poet with a sense of high propriety. 

2. In Dhruvacharitam Sitankan Thullal, Suruohi's 
wickedness has been pictured very well through a story which tells 
of the crooked nature of womenfolk. Vasulakshmi was married to 
Dhanadatha Chetti who was a tradesman. The king ordered 
Dhanadatta to go abroad for trade, and obeyng the order he left 
Vasulakshmi and went away During his absence Vasulakshmi 
happened to meet Kandachan with whom she gradually established 
sexual relations. Even after the return of Dhanadatha, Vasulakshmi 
and Kandachan was waiting in a bush near the house for 
Dhanadatha to sleep, the royal guards came there in search of a 
robber and caught Kandachan by mistake. They hanged him* from 
a tree. Vasulakshmi came in search of Kandachan and saw this 
fearful sight. A ghost entered into the body of Kandachan and 
Vasulakshmi kissed the pale face when the ghost bit her nose. All 
these were seen by the King and Vasulakshmi got the punishment 
for cheating her husband. 

The poet has taken the story from Kathasaritsagara to 
describe the general character of women with reference to Suruchi 
in particular. 
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3. In Kumhhakarnavadham Parayan Thullal the poet 
criticises Ravana for trying to make Sita his wife. In this context, 
Nampyar tells the story of Kunjiraman who had secret relations 
with Kummini, wife of Kuruppachan during the latter’s absence. 
When Kuruppachan returned after some time, he saw Kunjiraman 
making love to Kummini, he became very angry with them and 
punished them. Similarly Ravana also deserves, punishment for 
attempting seduction of another man’s wife. 

These kinds of stories are found in many Thullal Kathas. 
'Hie po.st selects such idealistic themes which also reflect the life of 
18th century Kerala in order to elucidate moral principles. The 
stories are told either as a complete sub-plot or as told by some 
character. The second type of story telling is found in 
Govardhanacharitam, Nalacharitam, Krishnalila, Sjjamantaham etc. 
Harischandracharitam, Satyaswayamvarnm and many other Thullal 
Kathas present complete sub-plots, which enhance the effect of the 
main story. 

Another device employed for variety in story - telling 
adopted by Nampyar is the description of hunting. In 
Kalyanasaiigandhikam, Pulindimoksham, Syamanthakam and 
Harischandracharitam hunting adventures are described in detail. 
It is not certain whether Nampyar ever witnessed any hunting but 
the narration is very factual and lively. 

In Kalyamaugandhikam the poet has de.scribed the story of 
Ramayana in the words of Hanuman to Bhimasena and in 
Syamantakam the story of Rama is narrated as Krishna observes 
the pictures drawni in the cave of Jambavan. 

‘Puramkatha’ presents two stories which have no connection 
with classical mytihology, Tliere is a difference of opinion about the 
authorship of that work. The Puramkatha might or might not have 
been written for Patayani. The first story in ‘Puramkatha’ has its 
source in Panchatanvram} 

A close examination of the sub-stories proves that the 
Thullal poet with a sense of humour, critical mind and a sense of 
propriety took the incidents from ordinary life and added them to 

1. Panchatantram-Tantram, story 12. 
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the main plots to make the Tliullal appealing to the masses. The 
main aims of this addition are: 

1. to encourage the Rasaswada (appreciation) 

2. to criticise the evils that prevailed in the society and 

3. to make the main themes enjoyable without any hindrance 
due to the sense of time, place or action. 

Richard G.Moultonriglitly remarks: “Stories borrowed from 
the distinct sources are worked into a common design; and the 
intervening in the case of the present play is perhaps Shakespear's 
greatest triumph of construction skill.”' Nampyar also did the same 
by bringing together various elements into the fabric of his plots. 

1. Richard G.Moulton - Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist - Dover publication 
New York, 1968, p.206. 
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Characterisation 


“Characters are not real men and women, yet they are more 
real”' This statement regarding the characters of Shakespeare by 
F.E.Halliday is applicable to those of Kunchan Nampyar also. Both 
the poets are unique in their respective ways. 

The stories dealt withhy the poets and the characters figuring 
in them show a close relation. If we closely examine the stories handled 
by Nampyar, we find that Sri Krishna is tlie most prominent character 
to whom the poet attidbutes remarkable greatness and divinity. 
Nampyar criticises all his characters except Dhruva, Prahlada, 
Dharmaputra, Panchali and Kunthi. But towards Krishna he maintains 
a different attitude which is the outcome of his adoration for him. 

Regarding the character creation in Thullal Kathas we can 
undoubtedly say that the various characters are created by Nampyar 
with certain intentions like the extolling of virtue, the destruction of 
the ego, the portrayal of contemporary life in Kerala, satire on society, 
etc. On the basis of the main motives, we can classify the characters of 
Nampyar under different heads. 

1. UPHOLDING MORAL VIRTUES 

The western philosopher-Critic Croce remarks: “The 
foundation of all poetry is the human personality and since human 
personality completes itself in morality; the foundation of all poetry is 


1. F.E.Halliday - The enjoyment of Shakespeare. Duckworth, 19,S2, p.52. 
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the moral conscience”* This ideal is applicable to many poets. Almost 
all these ancient works written in India project the highest ideal of 
moral discipline. In the Gita, Sri Krishna says that he takes his 
incarnations in diffei-ent ages to restore dharma. 

Moral discipline can be imparted to the people either through 
direct preaching or through didactic stories. Moralising through stories 
appeals to the masses like sugarcoated pills. Nampyar accepted diis 
method of story-telling in Thullal. And he created characters as S 3 mibols 
of the triumph of virtue or the failure of evil. 

In Dhruvacharitam Sitankan Thullal Suruchi, suffers a lot 
owing to her ill-treatment of Dhruva, and the virtuous Prince 
achieves earthly glory and later immortality by the Lord's grace. 
Nrigamdksha, Paundrakavadha, Ahalyamo%sha, Dakshayaga, etc. 
present characters who are rewarded for their evil deeds. 
Ahalyamoksham and Govardhanacharitam, Nampyar conveys the 
message of morality and goodness through the sub-plots as well. 
In the depiction of various characters the Thullal poet shows a 
remarkable sense of propriety. The Nalacharitam Thullal can be 
mentioned as an example. There, when Nala refused to convey the 
message of the gods, Agni, Varuna, Yama and Indra, to his beloved 
Damayanthi they became angry with Nala and they abused and 
threatened him. But Nala did not lose his temper, with great self- 
control he replied in a refined tone and this shows the poet's sense 
of propriety and mentality towards his own characters on whom 
he bestows moral dignity and stature. 

Tliere are many instances which prove Nampyar's way of 
characterisation with the definite purpose of showing the victory 
of morals. 

2. DESTRUCTION OF EGOISM 

Hubris or insolent pride is the vice most frequently decried 
by the Thullal poet. He tries at every opportunity to present the bad 
conseque'ices of egoism and in doing so he has no partiality towards 
men or Gods. 

Bhimasena i-nI<dl}/anasauyandhikam,'Ra.vaVia in Balivijayatn 
anAKarthavityarjnnavijayam,Kvihevai Ganapathy Pratal, Duryodhana 


1. Quoted from The philosophy of Art Cornell - H.P.Ithaca, 1952, p.40. 
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in Sabhaimivcsa, Ghoskaj/atra, Vasudeva in Pauudrakavadha, Kaliya 
and Kamsain KaUjjfiinardaiiain, SuruchiinDhnivacharitain, the 
demons in Dhcnukavadham, Tripuro'dahanam, Sundopasundn- 
pahj/amm and Baiiajpidham, Atjnna in Kimtam andSantanacjopalam 
are some of the main figures whose pride is chastised by God. 

The ego of Arjuna is completely defeated in Santam-qopalam 
Ottan Thullal. The desperate Brahmin, whose last child is not saved 
by Arjuna, abused him in very bitter terms which lead Aijuna to realise 
his own helplessness and even to think of committing suicide. Nampyar 
depicts the story in subtle colours. Likewise Bhimasena's egoism is 
destroyed in Kalyana-saufjandhiham. In many other Tliullal Kathas 
also Nampyar has depicted the fall of egoistic characters. 

3. REPRESENTATION OF LOVE AND LUST 

Some scholars are of opinion that Nampyar did not succeed 
in painting love, but it is not wholly correct. In many Thullal works 
enough place has been given to the different types of love. Sri Krishna 
and his heroines like Rugmini, Sathyabhama, Satya, Jambavati and 
others, Nala-Damayanthi, Pandavas and Panchali, Amsuniathi and 
Dharmagupta, Usha and Anirudha, Pulindi and Chandaka, Silavati 
are symbolisations. Indra, Ahalya, Urvasi, Tilothama, Hidumbi, 
Vasulakshmi, Umminiyachi, Manimanikkam and many such other 
characters are the syinbolisation of mere lust but Nampyar has not 
idealised love even in all his stories of love. In many of them love is 
tinged with lust. Nampyar even goes to the extent of narrating the 
sensual pleasures of many characters including Sri Krishna as in 
Riigminiswayamvaram or Syamanlakum. But he deliberately avoids 
the description of love-making between Nala and Damayanthi, while 
he does not hesitate to picture the lustful life of Usha and Anirudha 
or Nalayani and Maulgalya. 

Another peculiarity of his Thullals is the depiction of the love 
of the lower strata of people including paramours and harlots. A good 
number of lovers and love’nakers have been described in the Thullals. 
Indra's love-making with Ahalj'a, Vasulakshmi's love with Kandachar, 
Manimanikkain's love for Mankana Brahmin, etc., belong to the low 
type of love. Sometimes we may even think that the poet delights in 
such imaginaiy description. Fraternal love has been treated mRuyinini 
swaijamvamm, Ghoshayatra.Symnantakam, etc. In Dhruvacharitam, 
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KmhnaUla, KaUj^a-mardanam.Aiitakavadham, Santanagopalam, eta, 
parental affection is dealt with. And thus we find that, to express the 
different phases of love, Nampyar freely employed certain characters. 


4. DEPICTION OF DEVOTION TO GOD 

Since Nampyar was a poet devoted to God, many of his 
characters also belong to that line. There are many prayers and hjnnns 
in the Thullal Kathas, Many characters are used as mere vehicles to 
express the poet's devotion. Dhruva, Pralilada, Hanuman, Markandeya, 
Jambavan, etc. represent this ideal of devotion. 

5. SATIRICAL PORTRAYAL OF LIFE 

A number os characters created by Nampyar perform a satirical 
funcion. Social crimes like theft, lust, prostitution, etc., have been 
severely criticised by Nampyar. Even great personalities like Aijuna, 
Indra and Krishnan have become the butts of Nampyar's ridicule 
through whom he made social criticism. Many satirical passages and 
contexts can be cited from the Thullal; for instance Indra in 
Ahalyamohsham, Arjuna inSawthana^opalamhavebeenridiculedand 
satirically criticised. 

“I do not belittle any man's worth, nor do I go to flatter him”. 
This was Nampyar's motive. As P.K.Narayana Pillai has said, to 
generate a sense of good humour and a power of discrimination was 
the main intention which activated Nampyar to compose Thullal in a 
satirical view and people it with characters suited for this purpose. 
This is reflected in many passages lilte conversations between different 
characters, description, narration, eta 


6. PORTRAYAL OF CONTEMPORARY LIFE 

Imitating the story-telling method of the Chakyar, Nampyar 
tried to narrate the classical stories, giving them a local colour and 
contemporaneity. For that he included many characters typical of 
Kerala in their names, manners, dress, conversation eta Caste names 
like Nayar, Namputhiri, Pattar,* Parayan eta are also found in Thullal 
Kathas and many characters who belong to those castes appear in them. 


1. 'I'ainil Brahmin 
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The main characters of the main stories ai e divine or half-divine, while 
the characters in the sub-plots and figures who appear casually in the 
stories are all people of Kerala: Kings, sei-vants, warrioi's, prostitutes, 
Brahmins and others. 

Nampyaf, through these characters, presents a clear picture 
of his age and the life around him. This definitely proves that Thullal 
Kathas are not merely stories of the past, but lively descriptions of 
life in the poet's own time. 

Through the types of characters mentioned above Nampyar 
depicts not only classical themes but also his ideas and concept of 
human life and culture against the social background of Kerala. The 
poet enlivens the characters who belong either to the classical world 
or to the life of Kerala. 



Social setting 


“Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of mankind”' 
remarked Shelley. This means that the poets indirectly control and 
influence ordinary life. Kunchan Nampyar was not a poet who 
directly preached or propagated rules of living for the people of 
Kerala. But he gave them the message of good conduct, moral, 
discipline and personal culture. For that he criticised the world 
around him in a very satirical way. Nampyar's poetry as a whole is 
a clear mirror which reflects the 18th century life in Kerala, social, 
cultural and religious. 

Nampyar's age was one of political changes and we find 
the fall of small kingdoms and local authorities. King Marthanda 
Varma of Venad was a very able ruler who extended his territory 
from Kanyakumari in the south to Parur in the north and the small 
principalities like Kayamkulam, Chempakasseri, Vatakkumkur etc., 
accepted his sovereignty. This political change affected the social 
conditions also and it paved the way for the gradual weakening of 
feudalism. The power of Nayar chieftains diminished and many 
undesirable social conditions began to fade. Marthanda Varma 
established a stable goveniment in the southern part of Kerala. As 
stated by a historian, “Weliave every reason to regard Marthanda 
Varma as the greatest ruler of the Travancore line”.* 


1. Shelley - A defence of poetry, Nonesuch Press, London, 1957. 

2. A Sreedhara Menon - Kerala Gazetteers, Thiruvananthapuram, 1972. p.204. 



52 


Kunchan Nampyar 


As far as Kochi and Malabar were concerned, under rulers like 
Ravi Varma and Rama Varma in Cochin and the Zamorin in Kozhikode, 
chaotic conditions prevailed. During that time foreign forces like that of 
the Dutch, the French, the Portuguese and the British had started intruding 
in different parts of Kerala. 

Throughtout Kerala a state of uncertainty and disintegration 
existed. As a result moral degradation and indiscipline spread; economic 
condition was also not very sound. 

In spite of this unstable and unsteady situation, the field of art 
and culture was rich and popular. The classical and the folk traditions 
of visual arts were rich, and a wide range of popular arts was able to gain 
the attention of the public, whether learned or ignorant. Education was 
popular and training in war tecliniques eta was also prevalent. Many 
poets like Ramapanivada, Unnayi Warrier, Machatt Ilayath, Kallur 
Naraputhirippad, Ittirarisa Menon, Erattakulangara Warrier and 
others were encouraged by the King. The construction of Sri 
Padmanabha Swami Temple and Padmanahbapuram Palace, and 
decorations of Krishnapuram Palace prove the royal patronage given to 
arts and crafts. 

The Thullal poems written by Kunchan Nampyar prove the 
wealth of visual art forms prevalent in the eighteenth century. 
Combining the different traditions Nampyar popularised Thullal and 
they presented on the stage classical themes in the guise of 
contemporary life. All the domestic, economic, social, cultural and 
religious aspects of life have been clearly pictured in the works of 
Nampyar. Some instances are cited below: 

1. There were occasions of common feasts conducted in 
connection with marriages and other social functions. People, 
gathering in large numbers, compete with each other in gaining seats, 
sat for the feast and quarrel, exchanging harsh words as described 
in Sjjamantaham Ottan Thullal. 

2. The land-lords and masters did not pay the wages to 
servants promptly. But they gave money to those who pleased them 
with flattery. In Ghoshayatra Nampyar describes many such 
instances. 

3. In Kiratam Ottan Thullal the poet describes various kinds 
of people like those who cheat their own fathers, or kill their own 



Social Setting 


children or brothers for the sake of money. There existed disputes among 
men over gold and women. 

4. The poet narrates the characteristic features of many castes 
and sects of people. For example, a description of Nayars occurs inKiratam 
where he says that very few Nayars have weapons, tha t they are fit only 
to drink toddy; there are Nayars who are fat, who squander their 
belongings, who quarrel with different persons, who never obey their 
masters, who deserve only blows. 

5. The system of sending invitation letters for marriage has been 
mentioned JVflZncfeflritnm OttanThuIlal where Bhima Narendra sent the 
letter through a messenger to Nala. The letter informs him of its 
authorhsip, of the name of the King's daughter and of the particulars 
regarding the marriage. 

6. In Patrachuritam Ottan as in many other ThuDals the domestic 
problems and economic conditions are being reflected. One character 
(Brahmin) ofa sub-plot in Patrachorifam says: “Whenmyfather'sbrother 
passed away, some debts had to be cleared. Because of the misdiief played 
by Kantan, aU my paddy fields have been taken over by other people. I 
have now two daughters of marriageable age, for whom I don’t find any 
suitable grooms. Hence I am very sorry and more than that my health has 
gone down and I cannot either run to any place where I may get two 
copper coins or performs ‘Puja’ in a temple”. This is a very thought 
provoking description of the life of a poor Brahmin who lived in the age 
of the ThuUal poet. 

7. In Silavathy Charitam Ottan Thullal, in the words of 
Ugratapas, the poet says that even if a rich man happens to be pretty 
old, he will get girls as he likes and if one is poor he will not get even 
to fin his stomach. 

8. In Ravanodbhavam the description of presentations to 
Ravana by his dependants is given and it shows the customs followed 
in Kerala also. 

9. In many Thullal works like Harischandra Chariram, 
Govardhana Charitam, etc. paramourhood and prostitution are 
criticised and the names Kummini and Kunjiraman are probably 
taken from the world around. 
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Thus a dose scrutiny will prove that there is no worh of Nampyar 
which does not reflect some aspect of contemporary life. He has described 
social life, personal life, human nature, customs, manners and each and 
every aspect of Kerala which struck him. In Dhmvacharitam through 
the words of Naxada the bondage of human life is finely pictured. People 
who are greedy of money and power, bad poets and various other types 
ofmen are referred to. Celebrations, rituals, punishment; agriculture, 
business, temple duty, government, lordship, art, literature and matters 
ranging from clothes to Advaita Philosophy are discussed. People of 
demerits and evil nature are severely criticised. 

Thus a clear picture of the society in which Nampyar lived and 
worked is given in the ThuUals. The narration is very elaborate and in 
detail and the author discloses eveiy aspect of 18th century life in Kerala 
giving importance to familiar places like Ambalappuzha and 
Thiruvananthapuram. If we delete the element of social criticism from 
Thuhal, the poem will be lifeless and dry and if we avoid the satirical 
narration of facts and people, the Thullal will be like a lamp without 
light. 

N ampyar makes his Thullal poems a record of human life and 
notmerely a dry interpretation of classical stories. These stories are only 
the base for him to give the picture of the life he visualised himself, and 
to convey the message of rejuvenation of the society mainly on the moral 
side. Nampyar was a poet of the common people and his poetry is a 
mirror which reflects the life which critically observed. 


© 
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Poetic excellence 


“Pure poetry is not the decoration of a preconceived and clearly 
defined matter; it springs from the creative impidse of a vague imaginative 
mass pressing for development and definition”' - this remark made by 
A.C.Bradley can be applied to ThuUal poetry also. Bhamaha the ancient 
rhetorician of India has defined poetry as “the. blend of word and 
meaning.”® This blending v^hich is delightful to readers makes good 
poetry. In this sense Thullal is good poetry. 

But Thullal poetry is not adorned either by imagery throughout 
or by suggestive quality is not maintained in Thullal. Though there are 
some differences of opinion regarding its poetic quality, nobody will 
refute the fact that it is universally appealing. Nampyar aimed at 
entertaining as weU as instructing his readers and audience, by conveying 
moral truths clothed in legendary stories; let us examine the literary 
flavour and elegance of Thullal poetry. 

1. NARRATIVE QUALITY 

Almost all story- poems are descriptive in character and the 
ancient Sanskrit Mahakavyas prove the narrative skill of eminent 
poets like Kalidasa, Magha, Bharavi, Sriharsha and others. They 
describe in their poems cities, oceans, mountains, forests, 
hermitages, hunting expeditions, the set-up of government, 
marriages, sacrifices, wars, seasons, gardens, rivers, etc. in a picturesque 
maimer. Nampyar has left nothing untouched in his description oflife in 


1. A.C. Bradley, Oxford Lectures on Poetry, Macmillan & Co. 1965 p.23. 

2. Bhamaha, Kavyolamkaram 1.16 
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Kerala. Nampyar's accounts of Harischandra's rule and Nriga's regime in 
their respective kingdoms reveal his concept of a good Government. In 
Harischandra's country there was no fraud, no quarrel, no falsehood, no 
vice. Happiness and welfare prevailed all over the country. The king 
punished all criminals, Brahmins were respected and enemies were 
destroyed. The cities enjoyed prosperity and peace. In Nriga's country 
also all people enjoyed happiness. In Nalacharitam, the Hamsa found 
the city of Nala in all its pomp and beauty. 

In Kal}janasau£andhikam, Symantakam, Harischandra- 
charitam etc. there are descriptions of hunting, where we get a clear 
picture of forest-life and of the methods adopted in hunting. 
Animals, birds, trees, and the hunters are all cataloged in a 
picturesque vein. In Kalyanasauyandhikam Sitankan Thullal we get 
an imaginative description of the forest near the Gandliamadana 
mountain and the lake. 

In Kubera's garden, Bhimasena witnesses- 
“The ripples in the lake 
The lotus flowers in their beautiful colour 
Damsels taking bath 
The Flight of swans 
And their majestic gait 
The play of the ruddy geese 
Tlie pastimes of girls 
The flying of fishes 
Rows of fragrant flowers 
And flight of butterflies.” 


In Thullal we come across fine descriptions of nature as in 
Krishnalila Sitankan Thullal where occurs a beautiful picture of 
dusk. 


In Paundrakavadham there is a description of war, in the 
stories of the marriages of Sita, Satya, Rugmini, Satyabhama, etc. 
Nampyar describes the arrangements and the conduct of marriages. 
In Kiratam the penance of Arjuna and in Ahalyamoksham the 
hermitage of Gautama become the subject for description. 



Poetic Excellence 


57 


Thus Nampyar shows his descriptive skill whenever he gets 
an opportunity to do so. When we read those lines we feel as if we have 
come down to the real world of the earth from the setting of celestial 
gardens and rivers. Nampyar creates a wonderland into which he lure.s 
his readers and audience. 

2. FIGURATIVE BEAUTY 

Bharatamuni mentions four alankaras; Upama, Dipakam, 
Rupakam and Yamakam. In later periods the number of Alankaras 
was increased any many of the Sanskrit poets were keen about 
enriching their poetic diction with formal figures of speech. In 
Malayalam literature also much importance had been given to the 
rhetorical aspect of poetry. But in Thullal poetry, Nampyar is not 
preoccupied with the ornamental style, since it was meant to appeal 
to the masses. He was mainly concerned with the lucid and simple 
narration of the stories. Yet he did not entirely give up the use of 
figures of speech in his composition. Some examples may be cited 
here. 

In the beginning of Nalacharitam Ottan Thullal. adopting 
the model from the Chakyar prabandham, Nampyar gives an 
illustration of the physical form of Siva. Parvathy's questions are 
answered by Siva in a very imaginative way. 

Parvathy: What is there shining among your locks of hair? 

Siva: It is merely the inseparable water drops in the 

tangles of my hair, and not the Ganga flowing. 

Parvathy: My lord, don’t tell me that lie; I find a face also 
there. 

Siva: No, it is not a face but a blossomed lotus. 

Parvathy; If it is a lotus, how can curls be found on it? 

Siva: Tliey are not curls, but black flies coming to suck 

honey. 

Thus it goes on, and the beautiful figure of Parisankhya is 
put to the best use by Nampyar. 

The technique of circumlocution in long verse paragraphs 
is used in some works as in a reference to Hanuman in 
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Kalyanasau^fandhiham. Even in proverbs, phrases and philosophic 
statements Nampyar uses imagery, sometimes with a visible touch of 
satire also. Many other figures like Sandeha, Swabhavokti, Drishtanta, 
Prativastupama, Thulyayogita and Aprastuta Prasanisa are also found 
in certain parts. 

Sabdalankaras like Prasa, and Anuprasa (rhyme and 
alliteration) are also lavishly employed. Many devices adopted in the 
use of words prove Nampyar's unlimited poetic power. 


3. METRE 

In Tamil there is one type of song called ‘Thullal Osai’. In 
Tolkappiam it is defined as ‘Thullal Osai Kaliyana molipu’. There 
may be some commonness between this form and the Thullal of 
Malayalam. 

There are as stated earlier three ts^es of Thullal - Ottan, 
Parayan and Sitankan. In the ancient work Krishnarjunayudham 
Parayan Thullal, Vaktram and Mallika metres are used. In 
Ramakathappattu and many other ancient poems we find 
Tarangini or its other forms. Studies in metre like Vrittamanjari of 
A.R.Rajaraja Varma, Vrithasilpam of Kuttikrishna Marar, 
Vrithavicharam of K.K.Vadhyar and Bhashavrithadipika of 
P.Kunjikrishna Merton deal elaborately with the Thullal metres. They 
all bring out the variety and wealth of the Tlnillal metres. Nampyar 
Exploited the vast possibilities of the Sanskrit metres like 
Sardulavikriditam and Sragdhara, Dravidian metres like Keka, 
Kakali, Manjari, Kalakanchi, Tarangini, Madamanthara, Swagatha, 
Vaktram, Mallika, Sarpini, Krisamadhya, Sitagra, Ajagaragamanam, 
Sumangala, Hamsaplutam, and tunes like Kurathi, Kummi, etc. 
Since Thullal poetry is sung to the accompaniment of maddala or 
mridanga, Nampyar employed various metres so as to suit its musical 
flow and rhythm. There are non-metrical portions also with definite 
touches of rhythm and ragas as we find in Dhenukavadham, 
Banayuddham, etc. 

A comprehensive study of the Thullal metres is not being 
attempted here; however, some general points may be taken into 
account. 
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1. In Ottan Thullal, Tarangini with all its variants is used 
very commonly. 

2. Keka and Madamanthara are almost the same and Kekapati, 
Krisamadhya and Ardhakeka are also of the same pattern. It has close 
connection with the Vaktram used in Parayan Thullal. 

3. Hamsaplutam, a form slightly different from the one 
defined hy A.R.Rajaraja Varma, is also used in the Thullal. 

4. Paryastakanchi used in Sitankan is almost the same as 
Kalakanchi found in the Sitankan Thullal. 

5. Even though Nampyar gave special attention to ganas 
and matras, he exploited the wide scope of all the Dravidian metres 
and used them with the utmost freedom and technical skill. As one 
critic remarked: “Nampyar was mainly concerned with rh3rthm and 
music and in the use of the various metres he tried to fly the kite 
without leaving the string from his hands”. 


4. DRAMATIC EFFECT 

“Dramatic action should be purposeful. It should be 
organised so as to arouse a specific response such as pity and fear, 
joy and ridicule, indignation, thoughtful contemplation, laughter or 
tears. The purpose may be simple or complex, but the events, the 
characters, the mood, and other elements should be stated and 
controlled with a dominant purpose in life”, remarked Oscar 
G.Brocket.' Thullal is not exactly a drama according either to the 
western or to the eastern concept. But it largely conforms to the 
ideal of drama quoted above. There a single actor who presents the 
story within the span of two or three hours to the accompaniment 
of rhythem, music and dance. All the stories depicted in Thullal are 
suitalile for theatrical presentation like those dealt within Chakyar 
kuthu and Kathakali. But the Thullal poet adopted an original way 
of presenting the story so as to make it more appealing to the masses. 
And for this he selected contexts and situations'with immense 
dramatic potentiality. 


1. Oscar G. Brocket - Tlie Theatre, Holt Rinehart and Winston, New York, 
1969. p.26. 
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1. The conflict between Sri Krishna and Rugman, The brother 
of Rugmini, ends in a war and Sri Krishna holds him to kill him. 
Rugman trembles in fear; but at the instance of Rugmini Krishna only 
plucks off his hair and moustaches instead of killing him. This scene 
is most dramatically narrated in the Ruffininiswayamvaram Thullal 
where the conflict between different moods is brought out. 

2. In Santhanafiopalam Ottan Thullal, Arjuna becomes 
desperate on account of his inability to save the children of the 
Brahmin. He decides to commit suicide and is about to burn himself 
to death when Krishna rushes to his rescue, calling out ‘Vijaya’. This 
most emotional scene is very dramatically presented by Nampyar. 

3. Ravana hangs on to the tail of Bali and the sage Narada is 
making fun of him. In BaHvijayam Ottan Thullal this scene is 
portrayed in a satirical and dramatic way. 

4. InAhalyamoksham Ottan Thullal the sage Gautama returns 
to his hermitage, sees Indra having sexual alliance with Ahalya. Seeing 
the sage, Indra runs away and Gautama reacts to that in his own way 
by cursing him. This Dramatic movement is pictured in an attractive 
manner. 

5. In Kichakavadha the dramatic presentation of the whole 
story brings great credit to the Tliullal poet. 

Many more instances can he cited to prove the dramatic 
effectiveness of Thullal poetry. Neither the western concepts of conflict 
or of the unities nor those of ‘Panchasandhikrama’ of eastern 
dramaturgy are adopted the Tlrullal. But we have to acknowledge the 
dramatic effect and the application of the theory of Natya in die Thullal 
kathas of Nampyar. According to the Indian concept, drama is the 
imitations of situations and it is so in Thullal also. The poet has 
rendered the Puranic themes with intense dramatic quality by giving 
them the milieu and colour of life in Kerala. In drama, the dialogue 
should be as brief and suggestive as possible. But in Thullal the 
narration is made as elaborate as possible and hence it often loses the 
high-seriousness of dramatic writing. But the text appears to be 
stageworthy, effective and intelligible. Thullal derived its dramatic 
quality from its nanative style, and we can qualify Thullal as a peculiar 
type of poetic drama presented by an actor. 
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5. EMOTIONS AND MOODS (RASA AND BHAVA) 

All good poetry will have an inner meaning and its outer form 
will be suitable to its spirit. The poet chooses words to express the 
inner meaning with which he is concerned, and writes with facility 
so as not to impair its expressiveness of moods and emotions. We see 
in Kunchan Nampyar a poet who is fully aware of this ideal. 

Bharatamuni and many ancient theoreticians have upheld the 
importance of Rasas and Bhavas. They are inseparably attached to the 
action. Nampyar in his compositions gave importance to the expression 
of Rasas and Bhavas. Buthe depicted them in a very intelligible manner 
so that the majority of the common people will not find any difficulty 
in enjoying them. Nampyar made the form and content mutually 
complementary and thus added to the emotional appeal of his works. 

The various Rasas, Sringara, Vira,- Karuna, Abdhuta, 
Bhayanaka Hasya, Raudra, Bibhatsa, and Santha are depicted by the 
Thullal poet in relevant contexts. A few examples are cited below; 


1. SRINGARA (EROTIC EMOTION): In many ThuUals like 
Banayudha (the erotic love of Usha and Anirudha), 
Ruyminiswayamvaram, Hariniswayamvaram, etc., the erotic Rasa has 
been depicted. Nampyar sometimes goes to depict the Rasabhasa (the 
perverted form) also as in Ahalyamoksha and in some sub-plots 
narrated in Harischandra charitam, Dhruvacharitam etc. In 
Nalacharitam the poet has avoided an opportunity to describe erotic 
love in an appealing way though the occasion was very suitable. But it 
seems that he gave more importance to it in his Nalacharitam 
Kilippattu. 

Nampyar was not very keen about giving a complete and 
graceful picture of erotic love in any of his works. It occupies only a 
minor place in his poetiy. 


2. KARUNARASA (THE EMOTION OF PATHOS): Very 
fine expressions of pathos can be found in Thullals like 
Paundrakavadham, Prahladacliaritam. Silavathycharitam, 
Santhanayopalam, Sysmanthakam etc. Among the other works 
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Bhagavaddutu patinalu vritham and Sir Krishna Charitam 
Manipravalam are excellent examples of the description of pathos. 
In the former the sufferings and feelings of Draupadi are depicted 
in a very touching manner. Dakshayagam Parayan Thullal is in fact 
a tragic story. 

For an example of Nampyar's depiction of sorrow, the 
Antakavadham Sitankan Thullal can be cited. On the decisive 
birthday of Markandeya when he sat for lunch, his mother served 
rice and at the same time her eyes shed tears as an outburst of her 
restrained grief over the fact that he was to die on his 16th birthday 
according to the terms of the boon granted to her. The sorrowful 
mood of that loving mother has been condensed into a few lines, 
but with maximum power and suggestiveness. Similarly in the 
Santhanagopalam Ottan Thullal the Brahmin who lost all his 
children, frantically asks Arjuna who failed to fulfil his vow to save 
the tenth child. 

Why did you take the oath, 

Have you begun drinking? 

And the bereaved wife of the Brahmin cries over her cruel 
fate. Thus we find some notable passages in which Nampyar has 
shown his skill in depicting pathos, an emotion contrary to his 
characteristic cheerfulness of spirit. 

3. RAUDRA (WRATHFULNESS): Anger is the mood of 
Raudrarasa. In the Thullal works only on very few occasions this 
mood is depicted. In Dakshayagam Parayan Thullal, Daksha 
showers harsh words on his daughter Sathi who came to the altar 
of sacrifice alone and uninvited. Daksh's anger had unhappy 
consequences and it led Sathi to bring about great ruin upon the 
world. 


Hiranyakasipu in Prahladacharitam, Gautamamuni in 
Ahalyamoksham, Bana in Banayudham etc. are specimens of 
wrathful characters. 


4. VIRA RASA (HEROIC MOOD): The expression of the 
heroic mood is Vira. According to the ancient texts like 
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Sahilyadarpana, there are four types of Vira as found in Charity 
(dana), morality (dharma], war (yuddha) and ssrmpathy (daya). 

Dharmaputra, Arjuna, Bhima, Srirama, Sri Krishna and 
Harischandra are some of Nampyar's characters who represent 
ideal heroism which was his mission to teach. Though the note of 
heroism pervades his poetry in general, there are also special 
occasions as in Kalyanasaugandhikam, Nalacharitam, 
Kalinamardanam, etc. where the various phases of individual 
heroism are portrayed. 


5. BHAYANAKA (THE EMOTION OF DREAD): Dreadful 
contexts are very rare in the stories of Nampyar. In 
Prahladacharitam Narashimha is depicted as a frightening 
appearance. Narasimha killed the demon Hiranyakasipu, tore his 
chest with his claws, extracted his entrails, sucked his blood, wore 
the intestine on the neck and roared fiercely. 

Similarly in Sifamantake the dreadful killing of Prasena by a 
lion is vividly described by the Thullal poet. The 
Rugminiswayamvaram Rugman, the brother of Rugmini is about to 
be killed by Sri Krishna, and Nampyar describes the fear and 
trembling of Rugman and Rugmini at that critical moment. 


6. BIBHATSA (DISGUST): This mood is also very rarely 
depicted by the Thullal poet. In Krishnalila sitankan thullal, the 
sight of Krishna sucking the breast of the dead Putana, in Dhniva 
Charitam, the sight of Vasulakshmi who lost her nose by the bite of 
a demon, in Kichakavadham, the amorous approach of Kichaka to 
Bhima disguised as Draupadi are some of tire examples of this 
mood. 


7. ADBHUTA (WONDER): In many Thullal Kathas the 
sense of wonder has been depicted very beautifully. For example, 
Dhruva's excitement at the sight of the sage Narada whose approach 
the Prince takes to be the rise of the autumnal moon or the rise of 
the milky ocean or the appearance of Ayravata, the elephant of Indra, 
or a flow of necklaces, or the flow of the Ganga or the spread of 
stars. 
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8. SANTA (TRANQUILLITY): Calmness or tranquillity is the 
mood olSanta. In Kiratam Ottan Thullal, Aijuna's meditation illustrates 
this mood. Some other rare occasions also can be cited as from 
Dhruvacharitam, Prahladacharitam eta 

Devotion and feeling of affection are not included among the 
rasas. We findboft moods expressed by the Thullal poet. There are many 
occasion where the devotion of various characters has been pictured as 
in Syamantakam, Kiratam etc. In Krishnalila, and Kaliyamardanam, 
the mood of affection finds ample expression. The love of Sri Krishna is 
as touchingly described as Suiiiti's love for Dhruva in Dhruvacharitam. 

Tlie above discussion would show that moods and emotions are 
beautifully and appropriately depicted in the Thullal stories and in the 
other works of Nampyar. The aestheticiaii Viswanatha's statement 
‘ Vakyam Rasatmakam Kavyain’ is in a way applicable to Thullal and its 
literary qualities dealt with in this chapter enhance its appeal to the 
common man. 


© 



Humour in Thullal 


The termhumour is usedhereinacomprehensive sense meaning 
all the varieties of humour like satire, burlesque, irony, sarcasm eta 
Bharatamuni defines the term Hasya which implies Hasa or Laughter as 
an expression of our emotional reaction to the human imperfections, 
physical or temperamental. To laugh is a human tendency and one laughs 
even unconsciously in response to various stimuli and sometimes 
laughter is an outward expression of the mind. 

Kunchan Nampyar is the foremost humourist and satirist in 
Malayalam and perhaps also in aU Indian literature. Adopting the 
method from Chakyar Kuthu, the Thullal poet criticised contemporary 
life without personal considerations. He narrated classical stories with 
a satirical bent reflecting contemporary life. The Chakyar depicted the 
setting of Heaven or Hell against the setting of Kerala. But Nampyar 
went a step further by presenting stories and characters of Kerala in the 
setting of Heaven or Hell. Thus he attempted lively critical descriptions 
of the social and cultural life around him. He aimed at purifying the 
society he came into cont act with as every satirist ought to do. 
Nampyar utilised fully well his sharp intellect and satirical skill in the 
Thullal works. But we can say fhatthough his satire is sharp and persuasive, 
it is not deep. James Sutherland remarks in his English satire: “The 
satirist like the magistrate on the bench is there to administer the law, to 
uphold the order of a civilized community; he brings men and 
women to the test of certain ethical, intellectual, social and other 
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standards.”’ This concept comes out of the motive of the satirist to 
purify the human mind. Nampyar also adopted this as his poetic ideal. 
Thullal poetiy is coloured throughout with an inseparable hue of satire. 

The Thullal poetry sometimes make us smile or laugh or it 
may lead to thoughts, thoughts which help us not only to enjoy but 
also to gain mental purity. Some examples maybe shown:- 

1. In Kaliyamardanam Sitankan Thullal the boy Sri Krishna 
innocently grumbles to Yesoda that he wdll not go thereafter to feed 
cows for the reason that the Gopa Naris (cow-herd-women) tease him 
and kiss him and press him close against their breasts. This excites 
laugher in the reader. 

2. In Ruyminiswayamvaram and Hariniswayamvaram the 
poet criticises the Princes who assembled to compete for the bride. 
When the girls appeared, one Prince rose up from the seat and bowed 
down; another man who was chewing absent-mindedly cut a piece 
of the white carpet and put it into his mouth mistaking it for a betel 
leaf. Another Prince touching his ears with crossed hands bowed 
again and again; one Prince rubbed his own breast thinking that it 
was the breast of Rugmini. In this narration the poet makes liie love¬ 
sick youths the butt of ridicule. 

3. In Sabhapravesam Parayan Thullal, the Kauravas who saw 
the Pandava Sabha committed many follies under the hallucination 
exercised on them by the magic hall. Bhima ridicules them by asking, 
“why have you come in your splendid clothes to my pond and 
bathed? Don't you have water in your land, or is the water of our 
land better than that of yours?” 

The Kaurava leader and his brothers are satirically criticised 
and Nampyar exposes the insolent pride of Duiyodhana and others. 

4. In Syamantakam Ottan Thullal, Lord Sri Krishna is being 
ridiculed by the common people when he was suspected of theft. 
When Krishna approached the children they fled away covering 
their private parts and crying for fear that Krishna might kill them. 
Tlie mothers had warned them tliat he would steal their wealth too. 
And if their very life was taken away it could not be restored, even 
if all other things were regained. 

1. James Sutherland • English Satire, Cambridge University Press, 1972, p.l9. 
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5. In Ahalyamoksham Ottan Thullal, India who had sexual 
relations with Gautamamuni's wife Ahalya suffered a lot under the 
curse of the sage. When the heavenly damsels saw Indra hiding his 
one thousand penises, they put dieir finger on their nose enjoyed the 
humour of the situation, 

6. In Ghosha^atra Ottan Thullal the Kauravas are being 
ludicrously pictured as fit only to serve the prostitutes of heaven. 

7. The poet asks Ugratapas who was too old to have sexual 

powers: 

Alas! old man, which is the organ 

suitable for sexual relation with 

The prostitute: your hand, leg. 

Eye, nose, body, or face? 

8. InDakshayagam Parayan Thullal, when Daksha was given 
back his life with a goat's head on his human body he is described to 
have ridiculously choked, smiled and yawned like a goat. 

9. In Tripuradahanam Parayan Thullal the demons went on 
penance for a hundred thousand years. Creepers wound them, ants 
covered them, doves made nests in their beards and other birds perched 
on their locks. 

10. The poet describes the escape of Ganapathy with his pot¬ 
belly saving himself from the arrows of Bana, in Banayudham Ottan 
Thullal. 

Thus we find many instances of humour and satiric 
description in the Thullal poems. Nampyar has satirically presented 
a number of characters, either legendary or imaginary, in the main 
story and the sub-plots of the Thullals. Indra, Ravana, Brahma, 
Duryodhana, Ugratapas, Daksha and Sri Krishna of the former group 
are found in the main stories, while Nayars, Brahmins, prostitutes 
and others are Nampyar's own creations for his satirical delineation 
of the social life of Kerala. 

Kunchan Nampyar has very vividly expressed his motives 
for composing Thullal. He was sure of the fact that only a narration 
which provides laughter would be enjoyed by the public. He firmly 
believed that his poetry must be enjoyed as soon as it was heard; 
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and he made it appealing by giving it a satirical tone. Nampyar wanted 
to expose and attack pride and egoism by ridiculing such characters and 
for that he found it necessaiy to add social criticism and satire to the 
narration of classical plots. In Thullals like Satyaswaijamvaram, 
Panchendropakhyanam, Kumbhakama-vadham, Hanumadudbhavam 
etc., Nampyar has made clear the intentions behind his compositions. 

Nampyar's criticism was impersonal; he attacked the evil and 
not the personality. Personalities are only the instruments for die 
expression of his ideas. The ThuUal poet was inspired by moral qualities 
and he condemned in bitter terms the immoralities and vices of mankind. 
Nampyar actually made this method of satirical narration the real stamp 
of Thullal poetry. Nobody has escaped from the shafts of Nampyar's 
satire and ThuUal poetry seems to be the fuUy blossomed expression of 
his sense of humour and satire. As Sarijayan, a later satirist of Malayalam 
literature, remarked: “Nampyar was an unique personality who could 
touch upon wide range of life and reflect it in a torrential current of 
words.’’* Many critics and literary historians like the late P.K.Narayan 
PiUaihas compared Nampyar to Aristophanes of Greece, Juvenal of Rome 
and Moliere of France. Some others have compared Nampyar to 
Shakespeare also. All these comparisons are more or less correct. Just as 
Swift criticised the Yahoos, Nampyar ridiculed the people of Kerala and 
tried to correct them. We cannot find in our familiar world another poet 
like Nampyar who paved a path of his ovra, with high ideals of morality 
and an original form of composition. 

All elements in the ThuUal, i.e. main plot, sub-plot, main 
characters, subordinate characters, style, etc. suit Nampyar's 
satirical purpose. We cannot say that Thullal is merely a grove of 
satire. Nampyar has dealt with other Rasas and moods also. But he 
laughed and made others also laugh. If it were only the food for 
laugher, Thullal poetry would not have survived through the ages. 
It conveys a message of moral purification and social justice in all 
walks of life, and hence it fulfils a distinct social aim. 

It is not possible to point out another poet equal in talent to 
Nampyar who made humour or satire the distinguishing 
characteristic of classical story-tellinj'. The Chakyar's humour 
prepared the way for the work of Nampyar. 

1. Sanjayan (M.R.Nair)- Sahitya nikasham n, Matfarubhoomi, 1959. p.l55. 



The music of Thullal 


There are mainly three distinct streams of music in Kerala. 

1. The classical or Carnatic style 

2. The sopana style and the s^e of Chakyar's arts 
S.TheFollicslyla 


Among the four ^es of Abhinaya, i.e. Angika, Vachika, Ahaiya 
and Sattvika the vachika is the most important one in the Thullal 
performance. 

The dancer sings and dances, the Maddala player and th? man 
who gives Thala on the Kaimani or cymbals also sing by repeating the 
portion sung by the dancer. This process goes on for two or three hours 
and we can expect only the Druta Kala throughout with some rare 
exceptions. Rapidity is the special feature of Thullal and if it has to be 
maintained, the minute and detailed aspects of music or dance cannot be 
presented. Almost all the ragas and talas of Kerala are employed in Thullal. 
Butthe most popular instrumentchenda of Kathakali and Mizhavu of 
Kuthu are eliminated and instead Maddala is used. Nampyarbas designed 
the music of Thullal so carefully that it canbe enjoyedby all, with a clear 
motive of expressing various moods. 

In almost every Thullal song the poet has expressed his devotion 
to Saraswathy, the Goddess of the arts. In Syamantakam Nampyar has 
devoted a long portion to a prayer to Saraswathy and in other Thullals 
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like Kiratam, Rugminiswayamvaram, Kalganasaugandhikam, 
Krishnalila eta there are notable references to Saraswathy. The dancers 
invariably sing the praise of Saraswathy in all performances. 

In some of the ThuUals Nampyar has mentioned the names of 
ragas, talas and musical instruments and give definitions of some of the 
rare talas and even the oral formulae for them (Vaythari). Forty eight 
ragas and forty eight musical instruments are mentioned; eighteen ragas 
and nine talas including talamalikas are used in Thullal. The following 
ThuUals present the names of ragas, talas, musical instruments eta 

3. Syamantakam 

2. Sundopasundopdkhyanam 

3. Kaliyamardnam 

4. Hariniswayamvaram 

5. Ravanodbhavam 

6. Hidinibavadham 

7. Paundrakavadham 

8. KrishnalUa 

9. Panchendropakhyanani 

10. Sabhapravesam 

11. Balyudbhavam 

12. Ghoshayatra 

13. Nalacharitam 

Even in portions where mention of ragas and talas is not very 
essential, Nampyar has referred to various ragas as we find in some parts 
of Rugminiswayamvaram, Hariniswayamvaram, Syamantakam eta 

As in the other works of Nampyar like Rasakrida and 
Kumarapureswaristotram, in Thullal poetry also there are musically 
composed portions in the paUavi-anupallavi-charanam units. In 
addition to that there are Talagitis, Talamalikas and Talakkettu (Two 
talas blended into one piece). 

Thullal poetry is a superb blend of the elements of metre, raga 
and tala. 
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In ThuUal poems the following ragas and talas have been 
employed. 


RAGAS: 1. 

Athana 

2. 

Anandahairavi 

3. 

Indisa 

4 

Erikkila kamodari 

5. 

Kanakkurinji 

6. 

Kamodari 

7. 

Dukhakanthatam 

8. 

Dwijavantiiy 

9. 

Nattakkurinji 

10. 

Nilambari 

11. 

Puraniru 

12. 

Balahari 

13. 

Bhupalam 

14. 

Malahari 

15. 

Mukhari 

16. 

Mohanam 

17. 

Vekata 

18. 

Sankarabharanam 

TALAS: 1. 

Atanta 

2. 

Ekam 

3. 

Karika 

4 

Kuntanachi 

5. 

Kummi 

6. 

Kunibha 

7. 

Champa 

8. 

Chappu 

9. 

Chempata 

10. 

Panchari 

11. 

Marmam 

12. 

Lakshmi 


Among these talas Lakshmi is employed in Kutiyattam also. In 
the ThuUals Kiratam Ottan, Rugminiswaifamvaram, Ravanodbhavam, 
Hariniswayamaram, Sabhapravesam and Dheniikavadham we find 
example of talasamanwaya, talakkettu and talamalika. The use of rare 
talas like Kumbha, Marma, Kundanachi, Lakshmi, Kummi, Karika, 
Panchari etc. also deserves particular mention, andNampyar enjoys the 
credit for it. 

Panchari tala is Rupaka itself. Lakshmi has eighty matrasbut in 
Hariniswayamvaram the poet has suggested only twenty matras for it. 
Karika tala has got five matras and for Kuntanachi eleven matras. We can 
have examples for these talas as in ThuUal like Hariniswayamvaram, 
Krishnalila etc 

Nampyar gives enough scope for the application of ragas, talas 
etc. in alhis ThuUals. But on a caiefiil scrutiny, we can find that the poet 
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laid greater stress on the musical quality of Ottan Thullal than on that of 
the other two varieties. But he was very keen about the exact use of talas 
as he himself has said in the Hariniswajfamvaram Sitankan Thullal. We 
can see folk elements also in the music of Thullal. 

In composing the Thullal-music, Nampyar had these thoughts 
in his mind: 

1. to minimise the technicality of music, 

2. to give tones similar to ragas for the Thullal poetry, 

3. to harmonise the nature of the content, its moods, metre and 
music, 

4. to provide scope for the ragas and talas of Kerala and 

5. to maintain the simplicity of music as in the folk song so that 
it may appeal to the common man. 

With these definite intentions Nampyar gave a form to the musical 
content of his poetry which is a blending of the classical style and the 
folk tradition. 



xm 


The Non-Thuilal works 


On the basis of assumption that Kunchan Nampyar and 
Ramapanivada are different personalities the Sanskrit works ascribed 
to Ramapanivada are also differentiated from the works of Nampyar, 
apart from the Thullals. 

Since there is not much authentic evidence available to prove 
the authorship of certain works we will have to depend on the 
following points: 

1. General belief current about the works. 

2. Recognition by historians of Malayalam Literature. 

3. References found in the works. 

4. Language and Style 

5. Diction. 

On the basis of these facts we may be able to reach some 
conclusions about some other works which are ascribed to Nampyar. 


1. SILAVATHY NALU VAITTAM 

P.Govinda PiBai has recorded that this poem was composed 
by K un chan when he stayed at Kottayam in 934 M.E. (A.D.1759) There 
are references to Sri. Rama of Thiruvilvamala and Mahadeva of 
KMkurissi. As in the Pradoshamahatm^am Ottan Thullal in this work 
also the word ‘lanta’ (in the sense of Portuguese) is used. The diction, 
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simplicity of the language used, and its popularity prove that this work 
belongs to Nampyar. 

2.KUMABALAYA STOTRAM 

(SRI KUMARA PURESWARI STOTRAM) 

In this work no particular references are found. But it has got the 
recognition of the literary historians that it is a work of Nampyar. The 
people of the locality also firmly believe the same. 


3.KIRATAM VANCHIPPATTU 

The story of Kirata is depicted in Vanchippattu (boat song) style 
in this small book which contains respectful references to the deity of 
Kutamalur. Kutamalur is the place of the original family of King 
Devanarayana of Chempakasseri and was also known as Vasudevapuram. 
The local deity, Vasudeva, is praised in the work. The language and diction 
of the work tempt us to believe that it is written by Kunchan Nampyar, 
and this is an accepted notion also. 


4. RASAKRIDA 

This is a very small musical composition which was used for the 
Kaikottikkalippattu of the women folk. Even though there is no internal 
evidence to prove that it is a work of Kunchan Nampyar, it has been long 
assumed to be so. 

5. RUGMIOTSWAYAMVARAM PATHUVRITHAM 

This is also a musical poem suitable for Tiruvatirakalippattu 
song for female dance. The similarity found in this work and in the 
Ruffrniniswayammram Ottan ThuUal and the recognition of literary 
historians prove that this is a work of Nampyar. 

6. EKADASI MAHATMYAM KIUPPATTU 

Raghavaswami of ThiruvQwamala is referred to in the beginning 
of the poem, Thiruvilwamala is very near to Kllikkurissi, thebirth-place 
of Nampyar. The diction of the work is somewhat similar to that of 
Kunchan. 
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7. SIVAPURANAM KILIPPATTU 

In the manuscript of the work (No. 232 of the 
Thiruvananthapuram Manuscripts Library) there is a colophon which 
tells that it is a work of Ramapanivada. But all histories of Malayalam 
Literature and works on Kunchan Nampyar project the view that the 
work belongs to him. This notable Kilippattu poem of Kunchan 
throughout reveals the poet's respect for Manakkod Balaraman. The poet 
might have stayed at Manakkod accepting the patronage of Balaraman, 
the ruler of the place and Nampyar probably wrote it under his 
persuasion. 


8. VISHNU GITA HAMSAPPATTU 

This is also a controversial work in which the poet refers to 
Rama Kubera of Paliyam at Chennamangalam and to the local deity 
Narasimha. Scholars, who identify Ramapanivada with Nampyar 
and those who do not so, believe that this work belongs to Kunchan. 
There are many notable similarities between Vishnu^ta and other 
works like Sri Krisknacharitam Manipravalam, Prahladacharitam 
Sitankan Thullal etc. Hamsappattu was written by Nampyar at 
Chennamangalam, perhaps by the persuasion of Rama Kubera, of 
whom he makes particular mention in the work. 

9. SRI KRISKNACHARITAM MANIPRAVALAM 

It is pointed outby some scholars that in certain manuscripts a 
colophon running ‘Ramena Panivadena rachita’ etc. is found. People 
believe that the work is by Kunchan Nampyar. 


10. PANCHATANTRAM RCLIPPArTU 

Though in some of the known manuscripts of the work a 
colophon proving its authorship by Ramapanivada has been pointed 
out, the style and diction, help us to believe that the work belongs 
to Nampyar. 


11. PARVATHI SWAYAMVARAM PANA 

Mahesa of Sri Sukalaya is respectfully referred to in the 
beginning and at the end of the work. The style, diction and statements 
of scholars like Ullur prove that it is a work of Nampyar. The stories told 
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in the manner of Chakyar's narration starting with 'once upon a time’. 
The Thuhal poet's favourite phrases also find frequent occurrence in the 
work. 


12. NAIACHARITAM KIUPPATTU 

Only one manuscript of the work^ out of 47 has got a colophon 
showing that the poem is written by Ramapanivada. We can see some 
resemblances between this work and Nalacharitam Thullal of Nampyar 
also. The approval of the literary historians and common belief 
encourage the idea that the Nalacharitam Kilippattu is Kunchan 
Nampyar's work. 


13.BHAGAVAD BUT PATTNALU VRITHAM 

In this most touching piece the poet has created a very different 
atmosphere firom that of his other works. It is undoubtedly approved by 
all scholars and even by common men that it is a work of Kunchan. Lord 
Parameswara of Sukapuram is referred to in this work. It will only be 
correctifwe s^thatBhagavaddutis a later, if notthe last, work of Nampyar. 

Some more works like Chanahya Kilippattu 

Palazhimathanam Attakkatha, Sambaravadham Attakkatha, 
Bharatam Attakkatha, Banayudham, Daurbkagyamanjari, 
Kailasayatra, Navavatara Charitam etc. A noted work on Thala, The 
‘Thalaprastaram’ and another devotional poem ‘Mukti- 
puradhiswaristotram’ are also ascribed to Kunchan Nampyar. But 
without clear and authentic evidence the authorship of the said 
works cannot be decided and hence they are being left out here. 

Nampyar's poetic greatness rests mainly on his Thullal 
works as it has been shown in the earlier chapters. The different 
notable aspects of the two types of works by Nampyar can be noted 
as follows: 

1. To inculcate moral lessons through satirical presentation 
of the classical themes, is the motive adopted in Thullal but in the 
other works satirical criticism finds little scope. 


1. LS 89 of Kerala University Oriental Manuscripts Library, 
Thiruvananthapuram. 
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2. The audience of Thullal are chiefly common men who are 
interested in witnessing visual arts and enjoying light entertainments, 
but the other works are meant mainly for the pious and quiet type of 
people who prefer to remain at home. 

3. While the Thullal songs are meant to be dramatically 
presented, most of the other works are meant to be read, though 
with a few exceptions like Kiratam Vanchippattu, 
Ru£miniswayamvaram and Rasdkrida etc. 

4. The Thullal poetiy is masculine but the other works are 
feminine in texture and the former shows the extrovert nature while 
the later present the introvert mind of the poet. 

5. Thullal poetry is less devotional when compared with the 
other works of Nampyar. In Thullal the moods Viram, Hasjmm, eta 
are predominant while in the other works compassion, calm, erotic 
love eta dominate. 

Thus we can easily distinguish the two types of works 
written by Nampyar and the works other than the Thullal are 
thirteen or more, as noted above. 

The same classical themes have been dealt with by the poet 
in the different poetic forms, i.e. HiuUal and non-Thullal. Silavathy 
Charitam, Kiratam, Rugminiswayamvaram, Nalcharitam, 
Prodoshamahatmyam, SriKrishnacharitam eta are very apt examples 
for this two-fold treatment. The two types of differ only in the 
manner of presentation and not in any major thematic aspect. Even 
in the diction of the other works we may be able to point out some 
slight touches of the genius of Thullal poetry as in Silavatkycharitam 
and Kiratam. Almost all works are devotional in nature; 
Parvathyswayamvaram Pana, Kiratam Vanchippattu, Sivapuranam 
etc. show the siva cult while Sri Krishna charitam Manipravalam, 
Bhagavaddutu, Rugminiswayamvaram, Rugmangadacharitam, 
Rasakrida eta depict the Vaishnava cult, and Kumaralayastotram 
promotes Devi cult. Works which deal with Vaishnava themes are 
predominant and they reveal the poet's devotional attitude also. 

Kumaralayastotram is the only work of Nampyar which 
deals with no apparent plot or thema It is only an invocational song 
which comprises beautiful devotional verses dedicated to the 
Goddess of Kumaranallur. The two picturesque descriptions of the 
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Goddess from the foot to the hair (Padadikesa) and from the hair to the 
foot (Kesadipada) given by a butterfly which comes from Kumaranallur, 
are very musical and appealing to the devotees. 

Nalacharitam Kilippattu deals with the story of Nala Damayanthi 
in four parts as it is done in the Attakatha and the Kilippattu is more 
impressive than Nalacharitam Ottan Thullal. 

Nampyar has summarised the SanshritPanchatantra written by 
Vishnu Sarma. All the stories are told in simple Malayalam so that it is 
easily understandable even to children. 

In Ekadasi Mahatmyam, Rasakrida, Vishnugita, Sri 
Krisknacharitam Manipravalam and Bhagavaddutu, the stories 
of Sri Krishna are described projecting the different aspects of his 
divine greatness. Among them Sri Krishan Charitam and 
Bhagavaddutu deserve particular mention. In Sri Krishna 
Charitam, the Story of Krishna is told in a Mahakavya style and in a 
very simple, beautiful diction. Bhagavaddutu is a more powerful 
work in which Nampyar deals with the mission of Sri Krishna to 
make peace between the Kauravas and the Pandavas. Draupadi 
requests Sri Krishna “Oh! the ocean of sympathy, are you doing it 
out of mercy towards the petty Kauravas? Kindly remember 
Panchali also who is a slave at your feet, when you conduct your 
mission with the senior Kaurava. My lord! Kindly remember by hair 
also”. Draupadi's intolerable grief and thirst for revenge are 
touchingly depicted in this work. What is surprising is why Nampyar 
did not utilize this powerful dramatic theme for Thullal. It is a very 
pertinent question, and cannot be answered satisfactorily. Nampyar 
has created a beautiful piece with unique l 3 nical quality quite unlike 
his other works . It shows the introvert poetical genius of the poet 
and it stands very high for its literary merits when compared with 
all his other works. It is a work of unparalleled merit in Malayalam 
literature. Kenneth Macgowan^ remarks “The distinctive qualities 
of Hindu writing at its best are charming sentiment, delicate 
humour, true pathos and emotions that range from the touching to 
the heroic”. Bhagavaddutu of Nampyar can be undoubtedly said 
to possess these qualities. 

1. Kenneth Macgowan, WiDiam Molnitz - The living Stage, Prentice Hall, 

1965. p.295. 
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We can assume that many of the works other than the ThuDals 
were written by Nampyar perhaps under the persuasion of the 
distinguished men of the society whom he either loved and respected or 
from whom he enjoyed liberal patronage. Sivapuranam, Yishsnugita 
etc. aie of this category. His Kai^ttikkalippattu also may belong to that 
type and in these works we see only his skill to narrate the stories and 
themes in a tender and undecorated manner. There will notbe any harm 
even if we eliminate all these works from the poetic output of Nampyar 
exceptperhaps the unique work BkagavaddutuTa^nala Vritham. 

Palazhimathanam and Sambaravadham do not show any 
distinctiveness and nothing can be definitely said with regard to 
authorship. 

The extrovert genius of the poet which is reflected in the 
ThuUal poetry and the introvert nature asserting itself in the other 
works are the mutually complementary characteristics of 
Nampyar's artistic and creative genius. While we compare the 
current of ThuUal poetry to an ever flowing stream of the rainy 
season, we may compare the slow motion of other works to that of 
an autumnal river. 
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XIV 

A great genius 


“Words come to me like waves in the ocean of milk And they 
do dance on my tongue, I am not joking”. 

These are Nampyar's own words and they clearly indicate 
his poetic genius. To some poets, poetic creation is an expression of 
their self; and to some others it is an action under some divine 
inspiration. It may he said that all these hold good in the case of 
Kunchan Nampyar. 

The eighteenth century in Kerala was a period when 
political, social and economic conditions were undergoing changes. 
Born in a caste Hindu family in Central Kerala, the poet enjoyed the 
patronage of the Royal dignitaries of the time at far off places. 
Nampyar modelled his life and character in his own way. He 
acquired scholarship in varied fields of knowledge from 
competent teachers, established himself in the realm of art and 
literature and became the pet of the whole community around him. 
By his talents he could have risen to a minister’s rank; by heritage 
he could have remained as a temple servant. But he did not waste 
his talents by choosing either of these alternatives; instead he 
made it more meaningful and fruitful by leading a life devoted to art 
and literature, 

Nampyar witnessed the great drama of life around and 
depicted it tlirough his art. He pictured the beauties and defects as 
well, reacting to them in his own way. Nampyar composed 
poems mainly based on the themes previously adopted by earlier 
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poets ranging from the author of Ramacharita to the composers of 
Attakkathas, but he followed a new track, with a new vision and new 
diction. He narrated classical stories not for the enjoyment of narration; 
he had some social and cultural aims in his mind. He made use of the 
stories and characters for these purposes. He pictured the society as 
he saw it with his physical eyes. He saw weak-minded men, and 
understood their defects and he depicted them with a free and unbiased 
mind in an enjoyable manner. This does not mean that Kunchan did 
not go into the heart of his characters. He did so in regard to many 
classical characters like the Brahmin in Santanagopalam, Sri Krishna, 
Dhruva, Prahlada, Draupadi, Markandeya his mother etc. 

Dramatic forms like Kutiyattam, Kuthu and Kathakali are 
highly sophisticated in the presentation of classical themes while folk 
arts like Patayani, Kolam ThuUal etc. have a local and natural colour. 
To satisfy the common man's poetic and artistic tastes, Nampyar 
contributed much by refining the folk tradition and simplifying the 
classical art. Thus the art of Thullal as shaped by Kunchan, became a 
medium to convey religious ideals and classical themes; it became a 
source of the delight to men belonging to all levels, and it developed 
into a new type of dance with its own music and literature. 

The roots of Thullal go deep into the ancientarts and literature, 
but in form it is a new type of art. The Thullal poet took into account 
the taste of the audience also in presenting his art and he succeeded 
in this novel creative attempt. 

Eventhough Nampyar writes his poems in a simple style, it 
clearly shows his wide range of knowledge, his scholarship in classics, 
his sense of dramatic art etc With these qualities he is in a way pinned 
down to the classical qualities as in the case of Attakkatha, Kilippattu, 
Krishnagatha etc. Thullal poetry reflects the masterly mind of a great 
poet. We find in Thullal the stabilised form of Malayalam language, 
and happy blending of the conversational style and the Sanskritised 
literary style. Kunchan introduced and popularized a modern diction 
in Malayalam poetry. 

The Thullal poet is committed to social criticism also. Nampyar 
himself has admitted the fact that he is inclined to indulge in satirical 
criticism of life in his poems. He believes that he can remove as well as 
correct the vices, follies and errors of mankind through his poems. He 
provides enough food for laughter and he can be undoubtedly qualified 
as the pioneer in the field of satirical writing in Malayalam.He did not 
plunge deep into the life of his age,nor did he shut his eyes to it. Like a 
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lotus on the surface of a lake the ThuUal poets mind dwells on the 
en^tfeenth centuaiy life of Kerala. The waves he saw around are reflected 
throughout in his poetry. Nampyar stood above life and its pangs; if he 
had failed in that attempt he would never have been the man of the 
healthy mind and untiring intellect that he was. And he would not have 
gained satisfaction by purifying human life. He wanted neither to do 
favour nor to win favour. He looked upon the world and the people with 
an impartial eye and gave strong expression to his reactions. 

Thullal possesses expressive quality, high dramatic merits, 
classical nature, satirical diction and certain qualities of Mahakavya 
type of poetry. Even though Thullal poems are not romantic in the 
full sense of the word, they have beautiful lyrical touches also. The 
narrative style generates feelings and emotions. The detailed 
descriptions of cities, forests, people, hunting expeditions, marriages 
eta, are very imaginative. Passages which exhibit the knowledge and 
scholarship of the poet, the rhythm, tala, musical quality, the 
stageworthiness and the liveliness of the themes dealt with; aU these 
are proportionately contains in more than 20.000 couplets, more 
than one and a half lakhs of words, about five hundred characters 
and so on. Only one Thullal of the pre-Nampyar age has come down 
to us. Many came after his time. None of them excels the works of 
Kunchan Nampyar, and he shines as a unique personality in the 
world of Thullal. The works of Nampyar other than the Thullal 
songs also prove his literary attairunents. 

Kunchan was a pious man and his devotion is reflected in 
•sail his works. He dealt mainly with the stories of Gods and sages. 

Some of the narrations reflect his philosophic outlook on 
life, as in Sri Krishnacharitham Manipravalam. There he says: 

This universe is like the reflection of the sky in water 
Due to His grace what is real is seen reflected in Maya 
Because of ignorance man becomes egoistic; 

But if he learns the story of the Lord he will get immense 
pleasure. 

The six passions, lust, rage, desire and the like 
Are the causes of all miseries. 

Kunchan's mind remains on a high plane, when he dwells 
upon worldly life and its profound problems. But at the same time he 
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does not avoid criticising even the Gods. To him even the heavenly 
characters are mere tools to convey the message of moral good. In fact 
the Gods get the highest devotion from the poet. The two attitudes may 
appear to be contradictory but it is not a blemish in a popular art like 
Thullal. 


Though Nampyar has chosen stories from classics like 
Ramayanam, Mahabharatam. Brahmanda Puranam etc, the most 
important deity of adoration for him was Sri Krishna, whom he 
depicts in almost all his works. Nampyar admired the heroic qualities 
of Krishna and tried to imbibe themldmself. The reverential attitude 
towards Krishna might have been cultivated by Nampyar during 
his stay at Ambalappuzha and at Thiruvananthapuram where the 
royal families respectively worshipped Sri Krishna and Sri 
Padmanabha as their guardian deities. Krishna outshines all other 
characters in his units. The poet adores Sri Krishna through the 
following words of Prahlada. 

The universe contains thee, O Lord; 

And it rests in thee! 

If thou has mercy, one will not die and one will not be killed 

Save, Oh! Narayana! Save! 

The Thullal dancers conclude their programme with these 
words, “Victory be to Narayana, Victory be to Narayana.” Thus in 
aU respects we can assert that the Thullal poet dedicated himself to 
Lord Krishna, and depicted his sincere devotion in aU his works. 

Ancient literary theoreticians of India have said that poetry 
is a means to achieve fame, money, destruction of misfortunes, 
experiences in worldly life and bliss. The Thullal poet also keeps 
these objectives in view. But the main aims of his poetic creation 
were to entertain the audience and to inspire them with motal ideas 
through satirical presentation of classical themes. In an earlier’period 
Ezhu&acchan conveyed the message of moral standards became 
worse and they required correction. And Nampyar aimed at 
chastening the society by giving the message of virtuous life, through 
a number of stories and characters. Kunchan was able to touch 
human life and to feel the throbs of the society in which he lived. 
As a result his philosophy of life was conveyed to the public through his 
works. He did not compose his poems as a Philosopher but as a poet- 
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artist. The moral inspiration conveyed through Thullal poetry will 
survive through the ages as the voice of human conscience and sanity. 

Kunchan is considered to be a unique poet who employed satire 
in his works. Eventhough he succeeded in depicting all moods and 
emotions, those of laughter and heroic spirit give special attraction to 
Thullal poetry and no other Malayalam poet excels him in this respect. 

Kunchan has proved his musical skill and sense of Raga. Thala 
and Vritha through his compositions - the musical element in Thullal 
poetry equals, sometimes even supersedes, that of Attakkathas. Kunchan 
gave concrete shape to the Thullal music and it gained a definite place in 
the musical tradition of Kerala. 

The most attractive aspect of Thullal poetry is the free flow of 
words found in it. It proves the original creative power of the poet. 

Here an attempt hasheen made to visualise the image of Kunchan 
Nampyar and his genius. The stream of words and ideas, their artistic 
dimensions, liveliness of versification and the virility of the diction - all 
these aspects reflect the greatness of tire poetic genius of Kunchan 
Nampyar. Kunchan Nampyar remains inimitable; the birth of another 
Kunchan is a dream beyond realisation and no other Thullal work could 
excel his compositions. 



Appendix -1 


Panchendropakhyanam 
Parayan Thullai 

(A Portion) 

(This is the translation of a selected piece of one Thullai written 
by Kunchan Nampyar and it will give a good model for the picturesque 
narration often found in the Thullai poetry. The present passage taken 
from the noted Poem - Panchendropakhyanam Parayan Thullai, where 
the Poet describes a situation when Yama the Lord of Death was engaged 
in performing a sacrifice, leaving the world to shift for itself.) 

Old people have began to crowd the earth 
They don't die since death is not there. 

The grand-pa of the old grandpa is still alive 
Even his grandpa has not yet died. 

Five hundred years old, yet passing for children 
Grandpas have their own grandpas. 

There is no provision even for rice-gruel 
Ten paras' of rice won't be enough for children. 

Old men would require a hundred paras 
When served even with little quantities. 

Toothless people ten crores strong 
Lie down like dolls in every house. 

Countless are men and women 
Whose eyelashes even have turned grey 
Many are the deaf and blind, and bald heads 
With scalp more polished than a brass vessel. 

1. A measure - about 10 litres. 
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They have nothing other than bones on them 
Unmitigated are the woes and misery? 

None would die even after long starvation 
Great is the worry due to lack of space 
Those sleeping in towers fall down on rocks 
And get their heads and limbs broken 
Old people, not one or two, but lakhs 
Full down but more die for any reason. 

Ruling princes are put to great trouble 
For a thief won't die even when cut 
Undaunted people go in arrogance 
And steal everything they come across. 

Going to the capital and stealing from the treasury 
They move about undisguised in daylight. 

Royal power waned and puja was stopped in temples 
The priests forsook the temples and went away 
Ministers were not afraid of kings 
And the subjects did not mind Ministers. 

Fmdless were the incivilities in the world 
Yama's sacrifice being the cause of all calamities. 

Brahmins forsook sacrifices, rituals and duties 
No temple to worship nor peace of mind. 

Haughty people acted as they pleased 
There were no rules governing human life. 

Virtuous women risked their chastity. 

Men bean to lead a licentious life. 

Bad people, if not cured by fear of death 
Will not hesitate to behave like this. 

Harlots keep their husbands away 

Who provide for their residence and sustenance. 

When husbands approach their wives 
Paramours beat them; incivilities do cross bounds. 

It became worse than the reign of Kali 
In the absence of death all were distressed. 
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Those who eat flesh go without meal 
Nor could they die as Yama is away. 

Wild animals, lion, bear and panther 
Bat each other in raw flesh throughout. 

Big fish swallow small fish entirely 
But they come out unhurt by another way. 

The earth is crowded with cruel beings 
Nobody is there to give even a meal. 

To starve has become the lot of travellers 
Money has become scarce in cities 
Brahmins who go to firee kitchens for meal 
Do not get it due to excess population 
Dancers have abandoned all dancing 
Breaking off their teams they sit in idle loneliness 
Musicians' voice loses clarity due to hunger 
There is no dance for him to earn mon^, 

Who can enjoy music in starvation? 

One would raise his head at the mention of a meal 
But that is not heard anywhere. 

Due to excess in their numbers 
Affection between brothers has vanished. 

One has elder brothers, not one or two, 

But fifty and hundred and even five hundred. 

How could they get along affectionately? 

Nor is there death to help them. 


(Translated!^ V.S.ShaTina) 
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